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Preface 


The quest for the intellectual origins of the European Reformation of 
the sixteenth century has long been recognized as one of the most 
important recent undertakings in the study of intellectual history. Des¬ 
pite the tendency within certain schools of historical interpretation to 
disinvest the Reformation of any religious or intellectual character in 
order to facilitate its analysis as a purely social phenomenon, there is a 
growing realization that there is an irreducible intellectual element to 
the Reformation that demands and deserves careful analysis. 

This book argues that such an analysis discloses that the intellectual 
origins of the Reformation are such that it cannot be thought of as a 
single coherent movement, whatever subsequent consolidation may 
have arisen through developments in its second phase. The two major 
streams of the Reformation — Lutheran and Reformed — have quite 
distinct and independent intellectual provenances. Historically, they 
can readily be demonstrated to have arisen independently of one another; 
theologically, they result from quite different understandings of the 
nature and manner of interpretation of the foundational resources of 
the Christian faith. While this study does not deal with the complex 
issue of the intellectual origins of the Radical Reformation, the clear 
divergence of this movement from both its Reformed and Lutheran 
counterparts at many critical junctures reinforces the conclusion that 
the European Reformation as a whole must be regarded as the outcome 
of a complex and nuanced series of micro-Reformations, each resting 
on essentially local understandings of theological sources and methods, 
whose subsequent interaction would define the shape of the macro- 
Reformation as a whole. 

It must be made clear from the outset that social factors are of no 
small importance to the reception and transmission of ideas, whether 
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religious, political or scientific. 1 The way in which certain influential 
individuals understood and appropriated ideas, communities developed 
around them, and publications were established to propagate them, is 
an integral aspect of intellectual history, which recognizes the intrinsic 
importance of ideas in shaping culture and history, while also allotting 
a genuine role to social factors in their development, evaluation, and 
transmission. 2 An excellent example illustrating the complex interaction 
of social and intellectual factors is provided by the increasing influence 
of humanism in academic and ecclesiastical circles in the decade begin¬ 
ning 1510. While the intellectual attitudes of humanists altered relat¬ 
ively little over the period 1450-1530, the respect that they were 
accorded within the academic community increased substantially, with 
a concomitant enhancement of the impact of their ideas and methods 
within European universities. ' The social status of a group was thus of 
critical importance in determining the impact of their ideas. 

This book is primarily concerned with one crucial question: how 
may the religious ideas of the first generation of mainline Reformers 
- especially Luther and Zwingli - be accounted for? What factors - 
intellectual as well as social - brought them into being? The quest for 
the intellectual origins of the Reformation involves the detailed analysis 
of the continuities and discontinuities between two eras in the history 
of thought, raising questions of fundamental importance for the histor¬ 
ian of ideas and the theologian. It is hoped that this book will go some 
way towards identifying those questions, and providing provisional 
answers to them. 

My thanks are due to many for their kindnesses during the prepara¬ 
tion of this work. The original stimulus for writing it was provided by 
my students at Oxford University, who demanded better answers to 
their questions concerning the origins of the ideas of the Reformation 
than they had hitherto found. The first edition of this work appeared 
in 1987, and met with a very appreciative reception. However, much 
has happened in recent years, and it has been clear for some time that 
a new edition was required, amending the original work, and extend¬ 
ing its scope. 

Much of the research underlying the first edition of this work (1987) 
was carried out at the Zentralbibliothek and Institut fur schweizerische 
Reformationsgeschichte of the University of Zurich. Since then, I have 
benefited from the kindness of many institutions as I have developed, 
expanded, and revised the work. My thanks are due to the British 
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Academy for two generous research awards to permit me to study the 
early Swiss Reformation in some depth; and to Oxford University for 
awarding me the Denyer and Johnson Travelling Fellowship twice, 
allowing me to undertake research on the late Renaissance and early 
Reformation at a number of European centers. I am particularly grate¬ 
ful to the following institutions for their hospitality and the free use of 
their enviable resources: the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, the Biblio- 
teca della Facolta di Lettere e Filosofia, and the Biblioteca Medicea 
Laurenziana (Florence); the Bibliotheque Publique et Universitaire and 
the Institut d’Histoire de la Reformation (Geneva); the Institute of 
Historical Research (London); the Bodleian Library (Oxford); the 
Bibliotheque Nationale (Paris); the Stadtsbibliothek Vadiana (St Gallen); 
the Osterreichishe Nationalbibliothek and the Universitatsbibliothek 
(Vienna); the Institut fur schweizerische Reformationsgeschichte and 
the Zentralbibliothek (Zurich). I also gratefully acknowledge the editorial 
assistance of Elizabeth McGrath. Finally, my thanks are again due to 
the staff and students of Wycliffe Hall, Oxford, for providing such an 
outstanding environment in which to teach, study and think. 




ARG 

BHR 

CR 

EthL 

FS 

FcS 

HThR 

RThAM 

WA 

WABr 

WATr 

ZKG 

ZKTh 

ZThK 


Abbreviations 


Archiv fur Refomiationsgeschichte 

Bibliotheque d’humanisme et Renaissance 

Corpus Reformatorum 

Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 

Franziskanische Studien 

Franciscan Studies 

Harvard Theological Review 

Recherches de theologie ancienne et medievale 

Fathers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe 

Fathers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Briefwechsel 

Fathers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Tischreden 

Zeitschrift fur Kirchengeschichte 

Zeitschrift fur katholische Theologie 

Zeitschrift fur Theologie and Kirche 



Introduction 


The European Reformation of the sixteenth century continues to 
retain its inherent fascination for historians, whether they are primarily 
concerned with its social, political, or intellectual dimensions. Of the 
many questions to be thrown up by the continuing intense scholarly 
activity in the field, perhaps the most intriguing is the question of the 
intellectual origins of the Reformation. How may the origins of the 
distinctive religious ideas of the Reformation be accounted for in terms 
of the overall development of thought in the period 1300—1600? To 
what extent does the Reformation mark a break with the thought of 
an earlier period, and to what extent is it continuous with it? Indeed, 
to what extent can the Reformation itself be regarded as intellectually 
coherent - or must it be seen as an aggregate of smaller movements, 
loosely connected by shared aspirations and goals, while espousing 
quite different understandings of how these are to be conceptualized 
and achieved? 

Four questions are of particular importance in this connection: 

1 Can one speak of “the intellectual origins of the Reformation” in 
the first place? The use of the singular term “Reformation” implies 
a significant degree of coherence and homogeneity within the 
movement, so that its origins may be traced back to a common 
source. 1 2 But what if this movement turns out to be variegated in its 
intellectual underpinnings, and hence complex in its intellectual 
origins? Might it not be necessary to speak of “the intellectual 
origins of the Reformations”? 

2 Were there “Forerunners of the Reformation”? In other words, 
were there anticipations of aspects of the thought of the Reforma¬ 
tion in the medieval period that immediately preceded it? 
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3 What is the relationship between the Reformation and the Renais¬ 
sance? Was the Reformation merely an aspect of the Renaissance, 
or does it possess special significance on account of its subject 
matter, presuppositions, sources, or methods? 

4 What is the relationship between the Reformation and late medi¬ 
eval theological schools of thought, particularly the via moderna and 
the schola Augustiniana moderna ? This question has been the subject 
of intense debate in relation to Luther’s early theological develop¬ 
ment, but it is also important in relation to Karlstadt, Zwingli, Peter 
Martyr, and Calvin, to name but the more prominent among the 
Reformers. It is this question of the intellectual - as opposed to the 
political, social, or institutional — origins of the Reformation that 
urgently requires detailed critical examination. 

The European Reformation of the sixteenth century was concerned 
with religious ideas. There was an intractably religious element to the 
movement, despite the fact that it also possessed political, social, and 
economic dimensions. It is perhaps inevitable that many modern west¬ 
ern historians, familiar with a privatized religious ethos, will assume 
that religion has no role beyond the realm of personal spirituality. Yet 
this was not the case in the sixteenth century, and it is essential to 
cultivate a sense of historical empathy in which the past role of reli¬ 
gion is honored, rather than projecting its later vestiges onto this 
earlier period. That religious ideas played a significant role in the 
Reformation may be seen particularly in the cases of Luther and Calvin. 
This is not to fall victim to a currently unfashionable idealist reading 
of history, but to note the significance of theology for many of those 
involved at critical junctures in the Reformation movement. Thus 
Luther’s reforming program rested to a significant extent on his religious 
ideas, such as his understanding of the nature of the church, which in 
turn impacted upon the social changes he believed to be entailed by 
these ideas. 

The preoccupation of many historians of the Reformation with 
social issues is due, in no small part, to many western sociologists in the 
second half of the twentieth century adopting approaches to history 
that were ultimately dependent upon a Marxist analysis of the origins 
of ideas, which held that ideologies - such as the theologies of the 
Reformation — were merely an ideational superstructure erected on a 
socioeconomic substructure. Although Marx himself appears to have 
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adopted a simple “base-superstructure” framework, which held that 
ideas were ultimately determined by their socioeconomic substructure, 
these ideas were developed more fully by his later followers. Georgii 
Plekhanov argued for a five-level model of a modern society, as follows: 2 

1 The state of the productive forces; 

2 The economic relations that these forces engender; 

3 The sociopolitical system that develops on this economic base; 

4 The mentality of people living within this system, reflecting both 
its economic conditions and its sociopolitical system; 

5 The ideologies that arise among these people, embodying that 
mentality. 

Plekhanov thus argues that everything ultimately depends upon eco¬ 
nomics, but distinguishes a series of levels at which the fundamental 
economic forces operate. The link between “productive forces” and 
“ideologies” is thus not quite as straightforward as Marx suggests, and 
involves a more subtle identication and analysis of the interaction of 
the various strata than that which Marx himself proposes/ Neverthe¬ 
less, it is clearly understood that the development of ideologies is 
determined by social and economic issues. On the basis of this approach 
to history, the Reformation is fundamentally to be approached at the 
level of social history, which holds the key to the origins and the 
determination of its distinctive ideas. 4 

The deep and wide currents that the Reformation created in the 
flow of European history are an adequate testimony to the political and 
social dimensions of the movement. Nevertheless, those at the fore¬ 
front of the Swiss and German Reformations had a clear concern for 
religious ideas, and based their political and social programs upon them. 
The historical significance of the Reformation is not merely insepar¬ 
able from, but is largely a consequence of, the religious views of the 
major Reformers. Any attempt to understand the complexity of the 
sixteenth century Reformation must involve a serious engagement with 
the ideas that lay behind it. 5 So how did the distinctive ideas of the 
Reformation come into being? And in what way do these ideas differ 
from those of the centuries prior to the Reformation? Is the religious 
thought of the Reformation a natural outcome oflate medieval thought, 
or does it represent a break with a hitherto homogeneous intellectual 
tradition? 
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To answer these questions with any degree of precision and convic¬ 
tion, it is necessary to examine the manner in which theological ideas 
were developed and analyzed in the late medieval period, as well as the 
extent to which they could be — and were — controlled and regulated 
by both society and the church. 6 Late medieval church and society 
exercised an ambiguous attitude toward religious ideas, which was both 
creative and repressive. By establishing a political and intellectual clim¬ 
ate throughout much of western Europe in which theological scholar¬ 
ship and speculation could proceed, the church may be said to have 
adopted a creative attitude toward the development of new religious 
ideas; by establishing means by which unacceptable new ideas might be 
eliminated or suppressed, by force if necessary, the church may be said 
to have adopted a repressive attitude in the same area. Perhaps one of 
the more significant features of the fifteenth century is the evident 
growth in theological speculation — and hence doctrinal pluralism — in 
the religious houses and universities of Germany, and an apparently 
increasing reluctance or inability on the part of the church authorities 
to suppress this trend. 

The present work represents an attempt to consolidate and expand 
our understanding of the intellectual origins of the European Reforma¬ 
tion of the sixteenth century. There has been a growing recognition on 
the part of Reformation scholars that neither the events nor the ideas 
of the sixteenth century may be properly understood unless they are 
seen as the culmination of developments in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. 7 Although there has been an understandable desire on the 
part of historians of the Reformation to treat the pivotal intellectual 
developments of the sixteenth century as complete in themselves, 
requiring little contextualization other than that provided by the early 
years of that century, certain assumptions underlying this approach 
have recently been called into question. For example, it is evident that 
both Protestant and Roman Catholic theologians of today have come 
to regard the sixteenth century as defining the point of departure for 
their present doctrinal positions, and thus tend to approach the period 
in the light of this assumption, with significant implications for the way 
in which its history is read, and the importance that is attached to it. 8 
While this may be perfectly acceptable for their somewhat limited 
purposes, it is most emphatically not acceptable to the historian of 
ideas, whose task and concern it is to account for the origins of the 
ideas that assumed such significance in the sixteenth century. 
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A further difficulty relates to the vexed question of periodization. 
How is the “period of the Reformation” to be defined? And to what 
epoch may the Reformation itself be assigned? For example, the Refor¬ 
mation may be viewed as the culmination of the Renaissance emphasis 
upon studia humanitatis — and thus merely as an episode in the general 
history of learning and scholarship over the period 1300—1600. 9 Altern¬ 
atively, on the basis of the Marxist interpretation of the place of the 
Reformation in European history — in which the superstructure of 
the history of its religious ideas is seen as inextricably linked with the 
substructure of the class struggle - the movement is viewed as a signi¬ 
ficant epoch in the development of the European bourgeois revolu¬ 
tion. 10 A further possibility is to view the Reformation as a significant 
episode in the transition of European countries from territorial states to 
sovereign powers in the period 1450—1660. 11 The danger is clearly that 
such periodization is imposed upon, rather than discerned within, the 
historical process itself. 

The assumption underlying the present study is that the Reforma¬ 
tion represents a significant episode in the intellectual, institutional, 
social, and political history of Europe, capable of being accommodated 
within a number of schemes of periodization on account of its multi¬ 
faceted character. For the present purposes, however, the Reformation 
will be viewed primarily as an intellectual phenomenon. This is not 
to deny that it possessed other dimensions, nor even to assert that the 
intellectual element of the Reformation must be regarded as taking 
precedence over others. It is simply to observe that there was an 
irreducible intellectual element to the movement, which exercised con¬ 
siderable influence over it, and which thus both merits and demands 
serious study by all concerned with the Reformation. The Reforma¬ 
tion occupies, and must continue to occupy, a legitimate and signific¬ 
ant place in the history of ideas. The significance of the period to the 
self-understanding of the major western Christian traditions obviously 
lends added weight to these considerations. 

While not necessarily suggesting that certain periods in history are 
genuinely more significant than others, the full significance of any such 
period — and the Reformation is clearly a case in point — can only be 
established through comparison with those that preceded it, and those 
that followed. It is for this reason that it is so important to establish the 
areas of continuity and discontinuity between the religious thought of 
the Reformation and that of the late medieval period, in that it is only 
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through this process that the innovative character and originality of the 
Reformation may be identified and established. 

It will therefore be clear that an essential part of the present task will 
be the elucidation of the relationship to the religious ideas of the later 
Middle Ages of both the emerging Lutheran and Reformed theologies, 
in their formative periods, and the sources and methods employed in 
their establishment and articulation. It is difficult to speak of “the 
intellectual origins of the Reformation,” in that the movement simply 
did not possess the coherence and homogeneity which this phrase 
suggests. The origins of the Reformations at Wittenberg and Zurich 
are quite distinct, as will become clear from the analysis presented in 
this volume. For this reason, a distinction between the Lutheran and 
Reformed theological communities has been accepted. In part, this 
reflects the fact that the Wittenberg and Zurich Reformations exer¬ 
cised a significant impact on their regions, 12 and can be argued to have 
brought into being quite distinct (yet not unrelated) understandings 
both of the Reformation as a process, and of its distinctive ideas. 

Yet there is another reason for accepting this distinction between 
these two Reformations. It is impossible to approach this question 
without being affected by the ecclesiological polarizations of the Refor¬ 
mation era, which continue to affect Reformation scholarship to this 
day. The growing religious and political tensions within Germany in 
the 1560s and beyond caused an increasingly sharp distinction to be 
drawn between “Lutheran” and “Reformed” as epithets applied to the 
two main confessions that developed within the Reformation. ' In the 
early period of the Reformation, the Reformers regarded themselves as 
evangelicals committed to a common program of theological education 
and reform. By the second half of the century, however, it was evident 
that a major bifurcation had occurred within the movement (if, indeed, 
it had not always been there from the beginning). The political roots of 
this fissure may be traced back to the abortive Colloquy of Marburg 
(1529); 14 its intellectual roots, however, must be traced back further, 
as we shall demonstrate in this volume. By the 1550s, this political 
bifurcation was complete. One section of the movement, broadly cor¬ 
responding to the German territories, regarded Luther, his catechisms, 
and the Augsburg Confession as theological authorities, whereas the 
cities of the Rhineland and Switzerland recognized the rival authority 
of Calvin and his Institutio , and the Heidelberg Catechism. ln Although 
it is evident that the two movements still regarded themselves as heirs 




Introduction 


7 


to a common tradition, 16 political and ecclesiological developments, 
particularly the rise of confessionalism, led to an emphasis upon their 
divergence, rather than upon their convergence upon matters once 
held to be fundamental to the Reformation. 17 

The developments leading to the introduction of the term “Calvin¬ 
ism” illustrate this point. In the sixth decade of the sixteenth century, 
a new theological term entered the polemical literature of the churches 
of the Reformation. “Calvinism” appears to have been introduced by 
the Lutheran polemicist Joachim Westphal to refer to the theological, 
and particularly the sacramental, views of the Swiss Reformers in 
general, and John Calvin in particular. 18 Once introduced, the term 
rapidly passed into general use within the Lutheran church. In part, this 
rapid acceptance of the new term reflected intense disquiet within the 
Lutheran camp concerning the growing influence of Reformed theo¬ 
logy in regions of Germany hitherto regarded as historically Lutheran. 19 
Elector Frederick Ill’s open support for the Reformed theology in 
the Palatinate, especially his introduction of the celebrated Heidelberg 
Catechism in 1563, was the cause of particular concern. The defection 
of the Elector from the Lutheran to the Reformed party was widely 
regarded as an open infringement of the Peace of Augsburg, 2 " and a 
destabilizing influence in the region. 

The introduction of the term “Calvinist” thus appears to have been 
an attempt to stigmatize Reformed theology as a foreign influence in 
Germany. Calvin himself was alarmed at the use of the term, which he 
rightly regarded as a thinly veiled attempt to discredit the Elector’s 
espousal of the Reformed faith. 21 By then, however, Calvin had only 
months to live, and his protest was ineffective. The term “Calvinism” 
thus came to be used to refer to the theological views of the Reformed 
church by its opponents. Students of the Reformation period thus find 
themselves viewing the period through the distorting lens arising from 
this most dubious bequest of early Protestant internecine politics. The 
precise relationship between Calvin and Reformed theology, particu¬ 
larly in the period after the death of Calvin, is considerably more 
complex than might be expected, and the use of the term “Calvinism” 
to refer to that theology is to be discouraged. 

The present study is conceived as an investigation and interpretation 
of the relationship between the two wings of the Reformation and the 
two great intellectual movements of the late medieval period — scholas¬ 
ticism and humanism — with a view to clarifying the intellectual origins 
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of the European Reformation. This analysis involves both a general 
overview of the relation between the Reformation and these intellec¬ 
tual movements, as well as a sustained examination of the Reformers’ 
appropriation of the understandings of theological sources and methods 
associated with these movements. The study opens with a survey of 
religious thought in the two centuries immediately preceding the Re¬ 
formation, documenting the inherent doctrinal pluralism that proved 
to be so effective a breeding ground for the ideas of the Reformers, 
and allowing the traditional concept of the “Forerunners of the Reforma¬ 
tion” to be critically evaluated. 

In the two major chapters that follow, the broad outlines of the 
relation of the Reformation to both humanism and late medieval schol¬ 
asticism are delineated, taking full note of the developments in our 
understanding of the nature of both these movements that have been 
gained in the last half-century, and which have necessitated modifica¬ 
tion of many traditional interpretations of their relation. These broad 
outlines are then further developed by three subsequent chapters, deal¬ 
ing with the basis of all theological speculation — the understanding of 
the sources and the methods to be used. On the basis of this analysis, 
the clear divergence between the relationship of the early Lutheran 
and Reformed churches to humanism and late medieval scholasticism 
becomes evident, accentuating the incoherence of the notion of a single 
Reformation, as opposed to a series of distinct, yet interlocking and 
interacting, Reformations. This point is developed more fully in the 
conclusion, and its implications for our understanding of the Reforma¬ 
tion assessed. 

But enough of such preliminaries. We must turn to consider the 
intricacies of the backdrop to the Reformation in the confluence of 
Renaissance humanism and late medieval scholasticism, as we attempt 
to cast some light on how that movement came into being, and forged 
its distinctive ideas. 




Part 1 

The Intellectual Context 
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The Shape of Late Medieval 
Religious Thought 


The intellectual, social, and spiritual upheavals of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries define the context within which the development of 
the Reformation of the sixteenth century must be approached. Although 
it has often been suggested in the past that the late Middle Ages was 
merely a period of general cultural and theological disintegration, 1 it 
is now appreciated that it was also a period of remarkable development 
which sets the scene for the Reformation itself. 2 In this chapter, I 
propose to present a general survey of the religious situation in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as a prelude to an analysis of areas of 
continuity between the late medieval and Reformation periods. 


The Rise of Lay Religion 

It is now generally agreed that the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
did not witness the general decline in interest in the Christian religion 
in western Europe that was once thought to have taken place. A 
careful examination of parameters such as church attendance or reli¬ 
gious bequests and endowments — not to mention the new interest in 
pilgrimages and personal devotion — points to the vitality of Christian 
life in pre-Reformation Europe. 4 The remarkable number and variety 
of books published for private devotional purposes is a clear indication 
of how important lay piety had become within an increasingly articu¬ 
late and affluent laity.'" 5 Although it is clear that there was a growing 
anticlericalism in many European cities, 6 the development of this phe¬ 
nomenon was not solely a reflection of growing irritation with clerical 
privilege. 7 The rise in piety and theological awareness on the part of 
the laity — particularly evident in the manner in which speculative 
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theology was subordinated to Marian devotion in popular literature 8 — 
inevitably led to a growing dissatisfaction with the role allocated to the 
clergy in the order of salvation. 

The close relationship that existed between education and lay piety 
in the later Middle Ages is indicated by the fact that the remarkable 
growth of interest in education in the fifteenth century was primarily 
associated with monastic houses, particularly those of the devotio moderna. 
The Brethren of the Common Life occupy a strategic location, historic¬ 
ally and theologically, in that their distinctive conception of the nature 
of the religious life can be argued to mediate between the cloister and 
the world, engendering values and attitudes that can be seen as charac¬ 
teristic of the transition from the medieval to the early modern period. 9 
The devotio moderna can be regarded as the distinctive spirituality associ¬ 
ated with the order, which undergirded its programs of education and 
monastic reform. 1 " Although the early devotio moderna was not primarily 
concerned with popular education, but rather with the reformation of 
monasteries, 11 it rapidly assumed a major pedagogical role in the fifteenth 
century. The student hostels attached to the major monasteries of the 
Brethren of the Common Life extended their interest in the pastoral 
welfare of their students to include their education. Inevitably, the 
piety of the devotio moderna was transmitted in this education process. 
The monastic educational program resulted in an increasing conscious¬ 
ness of the rudiments of a well-established spiritual tradition, as well as 
the elements of Latin grammar, in the laity of the later medieval 
period. 

The connection between the devotio moderna and individuals such 
as Erasmus, 12 and institutions such as the universities of Paris 1 '" and 
Tiibingen, 14 serves to indicate how piety and pedagogy were intermin¬ 
gled in the period. Although there are indications that the educational 
standards of the clergy were themselves improving toward the end of 
the fifteenth century, the new educational movements were steadily 
eroding the advantage the clergy once enjoyed over the laity. All the 
indications are that piety and religion, if not theology itself, were 
becoming increasingly laicized toward the end of the medieval period. 

The impact of the rising professional groups in cities throughout 
Europe in the late fifteenth century was considerable. No longer could 
a priest expect to satisfy his urban congregation by reading a Latin 
sermon as an adjunct to the reading of the mass — an intelligent and 
fresh sermon was required, if the priest was to be seen to justify his 
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position within society. No longer could he expect to justify his pri¬ 
vileged position in urban society merely with reference to his calling. 15 
At a time of economic depression there was widespread criticism of 
priests, who were both supported by the public and exempted from the 
often punitive taxes they faced. 

The phenomenon of anticlericalism was widespread, and not speci¬ 
fically linked to any area of Europe. In part, the phenomenon reflects 
the low quality of the rank and file clergy. In Renaissance Italy, it was 
common for parish priests to have had virtually no training; what little 
they knew they gleaned from watching, helping, and imitating. Dio¬ 
cesan visitations regularly revealed priests who were illiterate, or had 
apparently permanently mislaid their breviaries. The poor quality of the 
parish clergy reflected their low social status: in early sixteenth-century 
Milan, chaplains had incomes lower than those of unskilled laborers. 
Many resorted to horse and cattle trading to make ends meet. 16 In rural 
France during the same period, the clergy enjoyed roughly the same 
social status as vagabonds: their exemption from taxation, prosecution 
in civil courts, and compulsory military service apart, they were virtu¬ 
ally indistinguishable from other itinerant beggars of the period. 17 

The French situation illustrates especially well the growing alienation 
of the laity from their clergy. The fiscal privileges enjoyed by clergy 
were the source of particular irritation, especially in times of economic 
difficulty. In the French diocese of Meaux, which would become a 
center for reforming activists in the period 1521—46, the clergy were 
exempted from all forms of taxation, including charges relating to the 
provisioning and garrisoning of troops, which provoked considerable 
local resentment. In the diocese of Rouen, there was popular outcry 
over the windfall profits made by the church by selling grain at a 
period of severe shortage. 18 Clerical immunity from prosecution in civil 
courts further isolated the clergy from the people. 

In France, the subsistence crises of the 1520s played a major role in 
the consolidation of anticlerical attitudes. In his celebrated study of 
Languedoc, Le Roy Ladurie pointed out that the 1520s witnessed a 
reversal of the process of expansion and recovery that had been charac¬ 
teristic of the two generations since the ending of the Hundred Years 
War. 19 From that point onward, a crisis began to develop, taking the 
form of plague, famine, and migration of the rural poor to the cities 
in search of food and employment. A similar pattern has now been 
identified for the period in most of France north of the Loire. 2 " This 
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subsistence crisis focused popular attention on the gross disparity 
between the fate of the lower classes and the nobles and ecclesiastical 
establishment. 

The vast majority of late Renaissance bishops in France were drawn 
from the nobility, 21 a trend illustrated by diocese after diocese. In 
Meaux, the higher echelons of the ecclesiastical establishment were 
drawn from the urban patriciate, as were the senior clergy throughout 
the Brie. 22 In the province of Languedoc, the senior clergy were gen¬ 
erally outsiders, often nobility imposed upon the dioceses by royal 
patronage. Rarely resident within their dioceses, these clergy regarded 
their spiritual and temporal charges as little more than sources of 
unearned income, useful for furthering political ambitions elsewhere. 
The noble background and status of the episcopacy and senior clergy 
served to distance them from the artisans and peasants, and to insulate 
them from the economic subsistence crisis of the 1520s. 

This increasing anticlericalism must not, however, be seen as a reac¬ 
tion against the Christian religion itself, but merely as a growing dis¬ 
satisfaction with the role and status of the clergy within an increasingly 
professional urbanized, yet still Christian, society. Similarly, the rising 
hostility toward scholasticism in theology must not be thought to imply 
a decline in popular interest in religion, 23 but actually reflects both a 
growing theological competence on the part of some of the laity (and 
Erasmus may serve as an example), and increasing interest in nonacademic 
forms of religion (often expressed in pietistic, sentimental, or external 
forms) on the part of others. 24 To dismiss this latter form of religious 
expression as “superstition” is for the historian to impose improperly a 
modern Weltanschauung upon this very different period in history. 

The advent of printing led to works of popular devotion becoming 
increasingly accessible to the intelligent and literate laity, and appears 
to have contributed considerably to the promotion of popular piety, 
particularly through the growing body of devotional material that now 
began to appear. 2n This technological development was of particular 
importance in contributing to the remarkable success of Erasmus’s 
Enchiridion Militis Christiani in the first decades of the sixteenth century, 
a success that unquestionably reflects the fact that it was addressed to 
precisely such an articulate lay piety, expressing that piety in an intel¬ 
ligent and intelligible form. 26 Thus Erasmus’s criticisms of scholastic 
theology were directed against the form in which it was expressed — 
particularly the rather inelegant forms of Latin employed by linguistically 
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challenged scholastic theologians — rather than against the religious ideas 
that it articulated. 27 The remarkable impact of the Hortulus Animae at 
Strasbourg — which went through 25 editions in the 19 years following 
its publication in 1498 — is a typical testimony to the vitality of the 
interiorized piety characteristic of the urban professional classes of the 
later medieval period. 28 It is also clear that there was an essential con¬ 
tinuity between the piety of the devotio moderna and that of the Reforma¬ 
tion, 29 thus indicating the fertile ground upon which the new religious 
outlook associated with the sixteenth century movement would fall. 


The Crisis of Authority Within the Church 

While the challenge to the authority of the church posed by the rise of 
the lay religious consciousness must not be underestimated, a more 
serious challenge to that authority had arisen within the church itself. 
The late medieval period witnessed a crisis in ecclesiastical authority 
that would ultimately find its expression in the astonishing doctrinal 
diversity of the fifteenth century. The fourteenth century appears to 
have opened without any real awareness of what the future held in 
this respect. The Jubilee of 1300 constituted a splendid backdrop to the 
publication of Unam sanctam in 1302, marking the zenith of medieval 
papal ecclesiastical ambitions. 30 The apparent moral victory that the 
Pope had secured over the French monarch was, however, shown to 
be hollow through the humiliation of Anagni, and the establishment of 
the Avignon papacy in 1309. 31 The fact that the theological authority 
of the Avignon popes was largely based upon that of the theology 
faculty at Paris serves to demonstrate the severe restrictions placed 
upon them in this respect. Although the Parisian theology faculty 

'i a 

supported the condemnation of William of Ockham in 1339, '" in 
1333—4 it had forced upon an unwilling John XXII a humiliating 
alteration of Inis pronouncement on the beatific vision. 31 The condem¬ 
nation of Ockham is faintly ironical, in that one of Ockham’s chief 
targets in his Tractatus contra Johannem was none other than John XXII’s 
pronouncement on the beatific vision. 34 Ockham has, however, added 
significance on account of his theory of the sources of Christian doctrine. 
In his Opus nonaginta dierum, Ockham developed a theory of doctrinal 
authority that denied the pope (or, indeed, an ecumenical council) any 
right to legislate in matters of faith. 35 There was thus no fundamental 
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means by which the pope might resolve the contemporary diversity 
of belief concerning the eucharist or the assumption of the Virgin, 36 
or legislate to eliminate the doctrinal diversity that ensued from the 
erosion of papal authority. 

The death of the last Avignonese pope (Gregory XI) led to the 
Schism of 1378—1417, culminating in the recognition of three rival 

—j 

claimants to the papacy in the aftermath of the Council of Pisa (1409).' 
It is difficult to overestimate the impact of the “Babylonian Captivity” 
of the papacy at Avignon and the ensuing schism upon the medieval 
church. To whom should believers look for an authoritative — or even 
a provisional — statement concerning the faith of the church? In a 
period of unprecedented expansion in theological speculation within 
the university theological faculties and religious houses of western 
Europe, guidance was urgently required as to the catholicity of the 
new methods and doctrines that were emerging. The traditional method 
of validation of such opinions was by reference to the teaching of the 
institutional church, objectified in the episcopacy and the papacy, yet 
the theological and moral integrity of the institution of the church itself 
appeared to many to be called into question by the events of the Great 
Schism, and the period immediately preceding it. Furthermore, Ockham 
had called into question the role of both the papacy and ecumenical 
councils in such a process of validation, and initiated a debate over 
this matter continued by Pierre d’Ailly, Jean Gerson, and Johannes 

*2 O 

BreviscoxaV The development of the astonishing doctrinal diversity of 
the late fourteeth and fifteenth centuries is probably due to the appar¬ 
ent suspension of the normal methods of validation of theological 
opinions, together with an apparent reluctance (or possibly even an 
inability) on the part of the ecclesiastical authorities to take decisive 
action against heterodox views as and when they arose. 39 

The weakening in the fifteenth century of the means by which 
orthodoxy might be enforced became more pronounced in the first 
half of the sixteenth century, as factors such as the continued rise of 
nationalism in northern Europe, the Franco-Italian war, and the 
Hapsburg-Valois conflict combined to make the suppression of hetero¬ 
doxy by force considerably more difficult. The nationalist overtones of 
the early reforming movements and growing independence of the Swiss 
and southern German cities, to name no other factors, considerably 
diminished the ability of the curia to respond to the growing ideolo¬ 
gical and political threat from north of the Alps. Furthermore, Hadrian 
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VI failed to press for the convening of diocesan and provincial synods 
in northern Europe during the years when the possibility of suppressing 
the new movements was greatest (1522—3). The factors leading to the 
erosion of such centralized power as had previously existed at this crucial 
period in history are not fully understood; however, the consequences 
of this erosion of power are all too obvious, in that the new reforming 
movements were allowed to develop with minimal hindrance. 

The Great Schism was ended by the Council of Constance (1414- 
17), which elected Martin V as pope on November 11, 1417. 40 The 
circumstances under which this council was convened, however, were 
to occasion a further crisis of authority within the church. In that there 
were several claimants to the papacy, it was widely held that the only 
manner in which the matter might be settled was through the conven¬ 
ing of an ecumenical council. The fifth session of the Council enacted 
the decree Haec sancta, which affirmed that its authority was derived 
directly from Christ, and was to be respected even by popes. Although 
it was on the basis of this presupposition that the election of Martin 
V took place, the assumption that such authority was invested in a 
council (rather than the pope) led to disagreement concerning its 
ecumenicity. 41 The subsequent undermining of the conciliarist posi¬ 
tion, 42 culminating in Pius IPs bull Execrabilis (1460), did not defuse 
the crucial theological question arising from the rise of the Conciliar 
Movement: who had the authority to validate theological opinions — 
the pope, a council, or perhaps even a professor of theology? It was this 
uncertainty that contributed to no small extent to the quite remarkable 
doctrinal diversity of the late medieval church. 

An additional threat to the authority of the church, understood at 
both the political and theological levels, arose from the rapid expansion 
of printing. This new technology permitted the transmission of ideas 
from one locality to another with unprecedented ease, and posed a 
formidable challenge to those wishing to ensure conformity to existing 
ecclesiastical beliefs and practices. 4 ' 1 The hapless task faced, for example, 
by the French religious authorities as they attempted to stem the flood 
of evangelical pamphlets and books in Paris from 1520 onwards is 
an important indication of the general difficulty of controlling ideas in 
the later Renaissance. 44 The enforcement of intellectual conformity 
became an increasingly difficult business throughout western Europe, 
as the widespread distribution of books broke down traditional social 
and political barriers to the dissemination of new ideas. 
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The Development of Doctrinal Diversity 

The doctrinal diversity so characteristic of the later medieval period 
cannot be explained on the basis of any single development. However, 
of the various factors contributing to this development, in addition to 
the absence of magisterial pronouncements, several may be singled out 
as being of particular importance. First, it is clear that a number of 
quite distinct theological schools emerged during the thirteenth and 
early fourteenth centuries, with differing philosophical presupposi¬ 
tions and methods. These schools tended to be based upon, or associ¬ 
ated with, specific religious orders. As a result, various quite distinct 
approaches to theology, differing both in substance and in emphasis, 
may be discerned within the late medieval period. Second, there was 
considerable disagreement on the nature of the sources of Christian 
theology, and their relative priority. Of particular importance in this 
respect is the absence of general agreement concerning the status and 
method of interpretation of both Scripture and the writings of Augustine 
of Hippo. 41 Third, the tension between the rival logico-critical and 
historico-critical methods became increasingly significant in the later 
fourteenth century, with a concomitant polarization in areas of doc¬ 
trine sensitive to methodological presuppositions (such as Christology 
and the doctrine of justification). Fourth, the rise of lay piety - an 
important phenomenon for many reasons — proved a near-irresistible 
force for development in certain areas of theology, particularly Mario- 
logy, as an expression of the beliefs and attitudes underlying popular 
devotional practice and reflection. Fifth, in certain areas of doctrine — 
most notably the doctrine of justification — there appears to have been 
considerable confusion during the first decades of the sixteenth century 
concerning the specifics of the official teaching of the church, with the 
result that doctrinal diversity arose through uncertainty over whether 
a given opinion corresponded to the teaching of the church or not. 
Some of these factors may conveniently be considered at this point, 
before being developed further in later chapters. 

Although the development of theological schools may be traced to 
the establishment of Tours, Reims, St Gall, Reichenau, and Laon as 
centers of learning in the ninth century, 46 the rise of the great theolo¬ 
gical schools is especially associated with the late eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, in the aftermath of the Gregorian reforms. By the end of the 
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twelfth century, Paris had become established as the theological center 
of Europe. 47 Its theological schools propagated both the views of, and 
the disagreement among, masters such as Peter Abelard, Gilbert of 
Poitiers, Peter Lombard, and Hugh of St Victor. It was, however, 
events of the thirteenth century that are of decisive importance for our 
present purposes. The Dominicans and Franciscans arrived at Paris in 
the second decade of the thirteenth centuries, and gradually wrested 
three chairs of theology from the control of secular masters to that of 
their orders. 48 The opinions of the first Dominican and Franciscan 
professors (Roland of Cremona OP and John of St Giles OFM) came 
to be perpetuated in the teachings of the early Dominican and Fran¬ 
ciscan schools, culminating in the teachings of Thomas Aquinas and 
Bonaventure respectively. 49 A distinct school appears to have developed 
slightly later within the Augustinian Order, based upon the writings of 
Giles of Rome. 30 The impact of the teaching of Duns Scotus, and 
subsequently that of William of Ockham and his followers, in the early 
fourteenth century, led to further diversification within these schools, 
with the rise of the later Franciscan school, the via moderna and the 
schola Angustiniana moderna , to name but the most significant. Although 
these schools tended to be linked with specific religious orders, it is 
clear that there was considerable diversity of belief within such orders. 

Although Carl Stange argued, in a study dating from the beginning 
of the twentieth century, 31 that late medieval theology was essentially 
and fundamentally a theology of religious orders — so that Dominicans 
followed the teachings of Thomas Aquinas, the Franciscans those of 
Bonaventure, and the Augustinians those of Giles of Rome or Gregory 
of Rimini — subsequent more detailed studies have demonstrated that 
this judgment cannot be sustained. Other factors were readily identified 
as significant influences on shaping schools of thought. Of particular 
importance was the role of local universities in molding distinctive 
intellectual identities. Thus Hermelink pointed out how the Dominicans 
at Cologne were significantly influenced by the via antiqua , whereas 
those at Vienna and Erfurt were more responsive to the ideas of the via 
moderna - these differences corresponding to the philosophical and 
theological schools that were dominant within the local university 
faculty of arts. 52 Robert Holcot OP exemplifies the tendency for lead¬ 
ing Dominicans to be influenced by currents of thought (in this case, 
the via moderna) originating from outside their specific religious order. 33 
A similar observation might be made concerning the influence of the 
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via moderna on the Augustinian priory at Erfurt in the final years of the 
sixteenth century. 54 Furthermore, it is clear that there was considerable 
tension within the later medieval Franciscan Order concerning the 
relative status of Bonaventure and Duns Scotus, each of whom could 
lay claim to the title of doctor of that order. This became particularly 
apparent at the Council of Trent, where the occasionally wide differ¬ 
ences between the two doctors on points of theological importance 
could no longer be ignored. 05 Indeed, there are reasons for supposing 
that the chief contribution of the Franciscans to the intellectual life of 
the late medieval period was primarily its distinctive and influential 
spirituality, 56 rather than any coherent theological system. It will there¬ 
fore be clear that there was potentially a remarkably broad spectrum of 
theological opinions current within the universities and religious orders 
of Europe on the eve of the Reformation, simply on account of the 
diversity of theological schools and the absence of well-defined and 
strictly enforced spheres of influence (such as specific countries, univer¬ 
sities, or religious orders) by which their teachings might be restricted 
or controlled. 

A further contributing factor to the development of rampant doctri¬ 
nal plurality in the later medieval period was the controversy between 
the via antiqua and via moderna concerning the merits of the logico- 
critical method in theology. This conflict — exemplified in microcosm 
in the fourteenth-century disputes within the Augustinian Order 07 — 
was pregnant with theological significance in relation to numerous 
areas of doctrine, including Christology and the theology of justifica¬ 
tion. The use of the dialectic between the two powers of God by 
theologians of the later Franciscan schools — the via moderna and the 
schola Augustiniana moderna — called into question the foundations of 
certain traditional doctrines. The appeal to the dialectic between the 
two powers of God was based upon the distinction between the ordained 
(potentia Dei ordinata) and absolute ( potentia Dei absoluta) powers of 
God. 5s A dialectic was set up between things as they might have been, 
and things as they actually are, corresponding to the absolute and 
ordained powers of God respectively. 59 In view of the widespread 
misunderstanding of the nature and purpose of this dialectic, a brief 
account of this device is called for, before moving on to consider its 
implications for doctrinal pluralism. 

The essential point made by those who appealed to the dialectic 
between the powers of God was that the present created order, including 
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the order of salvation, did not result from God acting of necessity. Out 
of the initial set of potentialities open to actualization by God, only a 
subset was actualized. The argument runs as follows. Before any deci¬ 
sion concerning which potentialities should be actualized, God was at 
liberty to select any from among them, subject solely to the condition 
that this should not involve logical contradiction. The fact that it is 
impossible to construct a triangle with four sides is thus not understood 
to involve any restriction upon God’s course of action in this respect. 
God has determined which potentialities shall be actualized, and has 
executed this decision. As a result, God is now under a self-imposed 
restriction in regard to future actions. In other words, once God has 
decided to create and work within a certain order, God is under an 
obligation to respect this order. Yet this is not a case of God being 
under external constraint, or acting of necessity. Having chosen to act 
in certain ways, God remains faithful to those decisions. If God is 
constrained, it is by none other than God. 

Duns Scotus thus points out that the present established created 
order is essentially an expression of the divine wisdom and bene¬ 
volence, rather than the result of a necessity imposed upon God from 
outside. 60 This point is taken up and developed by Ockham, who 
emphasizes that the dialectic between two powers of God does not 
imply that there are two present courses of action open to God; 61 
but simply that the moral and physical ordering of creation must be 
recognized to be contingent, rather than necessary, in that God could 
have ordained a different ordering within the world. The effect of this 
kind of analysis was to focus attention on the apparent weaknesses 
of the foundations of certain significant doctrines, which were now 
revealed to be less rigorous than many had believed. Consideration of 
two such doctrines will illustrate this point in a little more detail. 

The theologians of the thirteenth century were virtually unanimous 
in their opinion that justification involved certain “created habits of 
grace.” 62 This opinion was substantiated on the grounds that such a 
created habit was intrinsically necessary, on account of the natures of 
sin and grace - in other words, that such a habit of grace was necessary 
ex natura rei. The appeal to the dialectic between the two powers of 
God called this alleged “necessity” into question: had God so desired, 
a completely different means of justifying humanity could have been 
devised. While not actually calling into question the de facto necessity of 
such habits, the original grounds upon which their necessity had been 
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deduced by an earlier generation of theologians were now completely 
eroded. 63 As a result, the main theological schools of the fourteenth 
century — such as the modern Franciscan school, the via moderna , and 
the schola Augustiniana moderna — now regarded the divine acceptation 
itself, rather than any created habit of grace, as the immediate cause of 
justification. God was free to do things - such as justifying humanity - 
directly that might otherwise be done through created intermediates 
(such as habits of grace). This significant shift in opinion is important 
for two reasons. First, it indicates how the new logico-critical method 
posed a powerful challenge to received doctrines and their original 
theological foundations, and thus contributed significantly to the 
doctrinal pluralism of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Second, it 
suggested that the present order of salvation was radically contingent, 
merely one of a number of possibilities, thus undermining its perman¬ 
ent significance. Far from being determined by the intrinsic nature of 
the realities involved, it was now seen to rest upon the sovereign will 
of God. 

This impression was confirmed by Ockham’s analysis of the doctrine 
of the incarnation, which recognized the possibility that God could 
have become incarnate in the form of a stone, a block of wood, or 
even as an ass - rather than as a human being. 64 To many critics, the 
application of the logico-critical method seemed to lead directly to the 
complete disintegration of the traditional structure of Christian doc¬ 
trine, resulting in a Nestorian Christology and a Pelagian soteriology. 65 
The rise of the logico-critical method thus led not merely to a diver¬ 
sification in late medieval theological opinions, but also to the laying 
down of an implicit yet fundamental challenge to the foundations of 
much traditional Christian theology. Diversification was inevitable; a 
loss of theological confidence was also a distinct possibility. 

It was thus clear that plurality, in at least certain areas of Christian 
doctrine, was inevitable. For example, the Great Schism gave rise to a 
range of ecclesiologies as the church’s theologians attempted to grapple 
with the theoretical difficulties arising from the evident disunity within 
the church. 66 The settled ecclesiologies of the twelfth centuries no 
longer seemed to work, given the new ecclesiastical realities. 67 How 
could the true church be defined, when there was such significant 
disagreement over the identify of its head, and the locus of its author¬ 
ity? Yet even in those areas of theology where greater doctrinal coher¬ 
ence might have been expected, considerable diversity developed. 66 
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The erosion of traditional understandings of the authority of certain 
individuals played no small part in this development. One such indi¬ 
vidual was Augustine of Hippo. 

The influence of Augustine upon the emergence and consolidation 
of the medieval theological tradition was immense. 69 He is by far the 
most frequently cited writer in Peter Lombard’s Sententiarum Libri 
Quattuor. Although practically every late medieval theologian recog¬ 
nized the authority of Augustine of Hippo — a consideration which 
might at first sight suggest a basis for theological coherence - it must 
nevertheless be appreciated that there was actually little agreement 
at the time on how Augustine was to be interpreted. The rise of the 
historico-critical method within the Augustinian Order during the four¬ 
teenth century is of particular importance in this respect, as it marked 
a recognition of the need to establish reliable Augustinian texts as a 
necessary prelude to their interpretation. 70 The Middle Ages was plagued 
by a large number of texts attributed to certain classical writers, yet 
whose credentials were increasingly being questioned. The spurious 
work on “theology” attributed to Aristotle and Constantine’s Donation 
(exposed as a forgery in the fifteenth century by Lorenzo Valla) are 
excellent examples of such writings. 71 Many works now known to 
be pseudonymous were seriously attributed to such leading theologians 
as Jerome and Augustine of Hippo during the Middle Ages, with 
significant implications for theological development. 

The remakable number of pseudo-Augustinian texts in circulation 
at the time seriously hindered the establishment of Augustine’s views, 72 
particularly in the critically important area of soteriology. The pseudo- 
Augustinian treatise Hyponmesticon is of particular significance, on 
account of its obvious sympathy for the “semi-Pelagianism” of writers 
such as John Cassian, which represented a significant divergence from 
Augustine’s authentic views on this matter. Things were made worse 
by the general tendency among theologians of the period to use collec¬ 
tions of sententiae , rather than consulting original works at first hand, 
which inevitably led to Augustinian citations being used out of con¬ 
text, and occasionally totally inappropriately. An excellent example of 
this phenomenon may be seen in the case of the late fifteenth-century 
theologian Gabriel Biel. While considering the relation between grace 
and free will in justification, Biel alludes to Augustine’s image of 
a horse and its rider to make a point. By confusing this image with a 
similar illustration found in the pseudo-Augustinian Hyponmesticon a 
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total inversion of Augustine’s meaning results. It is probable that Biel 
derived both this illustration and its quite inappropriate interpretation 
at second hand from Duns Scotus. 74 Nor was it merely doctors of 
antiquity who proved difficult to interpret, as the controversy during 
the early years of the fourteenth century surrounding the true nature of 
the teachings of Thomas Aquinas was to prove. 75 

The rising influence of lay piety is particularly marked upon the 
Mariological controversies of the late medieval period. Two rival 
positions developed: the maculist position, which held that Mary was 
subject to original sin, in common with every other human being; and 
the immaculist position, which held the contrary view that Mary was in 
some way preserved from original sin, and was thus to be considered 
sinless. The maculist position was regarded as firmly established within 
the High Scholasticism of the thirteenth century. The veneration of the 
Virgin within popular piety, however, proved to have an enormously 
creative power that initially challenged, and subsequently triumphed 
over, the academic objections raised against it by university theolo¬ 
gians. 76 Significantly, it was the theologians of the Franciscan Order 
who supported the new doctrine in the face of opposition from the 
Dominicans: the former are known to have had deep popular roots 
largely denied to their more academic Dominican opponents. The 
early fourteenth century saw increasing support for the immaculists, 
initially within the Franciscan Order, 77 and subsequently within the 
universities and elsewhere. Of especial interest is the rapid acceptance 
of the doctrine of the immaculate conception within the Augustinian 
Order. The earlier Augustinians, such as Giles of Rome, Albert of 
Padua, Augustinus Triumphus of Ancona, and Gregory of Rimini, 
were strongly maculist. 78 In the middle of the fourteenth century how¬ 
ever, a remarkable shift in opinion took place, beginning with theo¬ 
logians such as Johannes Hiltalingen of Basel, Henry of Friemar, and 
Thomas of Strasbourg, and continuing into the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, with Jacobus Perez of Valencia, 79 Johannes de Paltz, 80 and 
Johannes von Staupitz 81 adopting the immaculist opinion. The four¬ 
teenth century thus witnessed remarkable fluidity in this matter. 

The development of this doctrine also emphasized the prevailing 
uncertainty in matters of authority, on account of the declaration of the 
36th session of the Council of Basle (September 1439), which stated 
that the immaculate conception was a “pious doctrine, in conformity 
with the worship of the church, the catholic faith, right reason and 
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Holy Scripture.” 82 By that point, however, the Council was in serious 
disagreement with the Pope, so that this decision was not treated as 
canonically binding. It is, however, clear that at least some later fifteenth- 
century theologians regarded this conciliar decision as magisterial, and 
appealed to it in their defense of this doctrine. 83 

There is growing agreement that the late medieval period saw con¬ 
siderable and widespread confusion develop within western Christendom 
concerning the official teaching of the church. Although there was a 
general consensus that it was necessary that there should be agreement 
— indeed, that no deviation could be permitted — concerning the 
fundamentals of the faith, as expressed in the Apostles’ Creed, 84 it was 
also widely recognized that there was a need to distinguish these funda¬ 
mental teachings of the church from the mere opinions of theologians, 
which could be debated and challenged in academic contexts. These 
“opinions” were tolerated, in that they did not pose a threat to the 
unity of the church. By the end of the fifteenth century, however, it 
was becoming increasingly clear that the distinction between “explicit 
catholic doctrine” and “theological opinion” was becoming confused, 
with wide uncertainty concerning to which of the two categories in 
question the increasingly wide range of theological views in circulation 
should be assigned. 

The introduction of the new methodologies of the via moderna , 
particularly the logico-critical method, gave rise to a plethora of new 
theological ideas, which rapidly achieved a wide circulation in northern 
Europe. It was, however, far from clear what status these views enjoyed. 
Were they just the ideas of a few maverick theologians, or were they 
to be treated as catholic truth? In an age of confusion, it was inevitable 
that doctrinal plurality would flourish, and the distinction between 
“opinion” and “catholic truth” become increasingly blurred. Indeed, it 
could be argued that Luther’s comprehensive theological protest against 
the church of his day was the consequence of an improper identi¬ 
fication of the theological opinions of the via moderna concerning the 
justification of humanity before God (opinions which he came to 
regard as Pelagian) with the official teaching of the church. For Luther, 
it seemed that the entire church of his day had fallen into Pelagianism, 
and thus required doctrinal reformation as a matter of urgency — a 
judgment based upon the confusion of “opinion” and “dogma.” 

The uncertainty in the early decades of the sixteenth century in 
relation to the official teaching of the church on a number of matters is 
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particularly evident in relation to the doctrine of justification, thus 
lending some weight to Luther’s misgivings. The Pelagian controversy 
had been brought to an end with the decisions of the Council of 
Carthage (418), which were subsequently clarified by the pronounce¬ 
ments of the Second Council of Orange (529). 85 Between this date and 
that of the sixth session of the Council of Trent (1546) - a period of 
more than a millennium — the church made no magisterial statement 
concerning the doctrine of justification. Furthermore, the decisions of 
Orange II were not available to the theologians of the Middle Ages: 
from the tenth century until the opening of the Council of Trent, the 
existence of the council, as well as its decisions, appear to have been 
unknown. 86 The theologians of the medieval period thus based their 
doctrines of justification upon the decisions of the Council of Carthage, 
which proved incapable of bearing the conceptual strain that came to 
be placed upon them. In a period of intense speculation, such as the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the orthodoxy of a new approach to 
the justification of humanity — such as that of the via moderna — had 
to be determined with reference to the Council of Carthage, which 
used terms such as “grace” in a less precise sense. 87 As a result, a wide 
spectrum of theologies of justification, all of which could be regarded 
as legitimated by the standards of the Council of Carthage, passed 
into general circulation. Had the pronouncements of Orange II been 
available, a much more restricted range of such theologies would have 
resulted. 

Two examples may be given to illustrate this confusion. In 1510, a 
group of young Italian humanists, intensely concerned with ensuring 
their personal salvation, adopted two very different courses of action. 
One section of this group, led by Paolo Giustiniani, felt that the only 
hope for their assured salvation lay in a monastic life of extreme auster¬ 
ity and piety; the other, led by Gasparo Contarini, felt that it was - 
or must be — possible to be justified by remaining in secular life. 88 
But which corresponded to the teaching of the church? In a period 
of doctrinal confusion, a definitive answer to the question was not 
immediately forthcoming. Both groups believed that their position was 
correct, and adopted lifestyles consistent with these beliefs. Yet these 
beliefs and their associated lifestyles were diametrically opposed. A 
second example is provided by Erasmus of Rotterdam, in his con¬ 
troversy with Martin Luther over the question of the freedom of the 
human will. In his Hyperaspistes , Erasmus appears to show himself as 
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being quite unaware of any official teaching of the church concerning 
the question of what people must do to be saved - a fact that must be 
taken into account when assessing the “catholicity” of Erasmus’s views 
on justification. 89 

Such was the confusion concerning what constituted the official 
teaching of the magisterium and what was merely theological opinion 
that an astonishing diversity of views on the justification of humanity 
before God were in circulation at the opening of the sixteenth century. 
Those within the via moderna espoused a theology of justification that 
approached, although cannot actually be said to constitute, Pelagianism, 
while their counterparts within the schola Angustiniana moderna de¬ 
veloped strongly — occasionally ferociously — anti-Pelagian theologies 
of justification. For the theologians of the via antiqua , still influential 
in the late medieval period, the formal cause of justification was the 
intrinsic denomination of a created habit of grace; for the theologians 
of the via moderna and schola Augustiniana moderna , the formal cause of 
justification was the extrinsic denomination of the divine acceptation. 
There was no agreement on the cause of the predestination of human¬ 
ity, or upon the related question of the nature of the human and divine 
roles in justification. In short, an astonishingly broad spectrum of theo¬ 
logies of justification existed in the later medieval period, encompass¬ 
ing practically every option that had not been specifically condemned 
as heretical by the Council of Carthage. In the absence of any definit¬ 
ive magisterial pronouncement concerning which of these options (or 
even what range of options) could be considered authentically catholic, 
it was left to each theologian to reach his own decision in this matter. 
A self-perpetuating doctrinal pluralism was thus an inevitability. 

This point is of importance for a number of reasons. First, it can be 
shown that Luther’s theological breakthrough involved his abandoning 
one specific option within this broad spectrum of theologies of justifica¬ 
tion, and embracing another within that spectrum. In other words, 
Luther’s initial position of 1513-14, and his subsequent position (prob¬ 
ably arrived at in 1515), were both recognized contemporary theolo¬ 
gical opinions, regarded as legitimate by the doctrinal standards of the 
time. Luther does not appear to have appreciated this point, apparently 
confusing the theological opinions of the via moderna (which he would 
reject) with the official teaching of the catholic church (which he 
would also reject, apparently on the assumption that it had universally 
lapsed into a form of Pelagianism, such as that which Luther saw in the 
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teachings of the via moderna). Why, it may reasonably be asked, was 
Luther unaware of this point? And why, it must also be asked, should 
Luther's changed views on justification have led to a doctrinal Reforma¬ 
tion? (If, indeed, they did lead to such a Reformation — the relation¬ 
ship between the initia theologiae Lutheri and the initia Reformationis 
is still far from clear at present.) After all, Luther’s “new” views on 
justification were still well within the spectmm of contemporary catholic 
theological opinion. Even if Luther did not recognize this point, there 
must have been others at the time who did. 

Second, when the Council of Trent met to define the catholic 
position on justification in relation to that of the Protestant churches, 
it found itself in the position of having to legitimize a wide range of 
theologies of justification, rather than legitimating or defining one spe¬ 
cific theology. In fact, it is quite misleading to refer to “the Tridentine 
doctrine of justification,” in that there is no such single doctrine, but 
a broadly defined range of such theologies (note the deliberate use of 
the plural). The Council of Trent was not concerned with resolving 
the theological disputes between the via antiqua and via moderna , nor 
between Thomists or Scotists, but was primarily charged with the task 
of drawing a clear line of demarcation between catholic and Protestant 
teachings. In effect, Trent was therefore obliged to acknowledge and 
endorse the doctrinal pluralism of the late medieval period. 

Although a similar doctrinal diversity and confusion may be demon¬ 
strated in the spheres of theology other than the doctrine of justifica¬ 
tion, this particular doctrine is clearly of outstanding importance in 
relation to this present study. There is still every reason to suggest that 
the theological issue over which the Lutheran Reformation began was 
that of justification, and the doctrinal diversity within the late medieval 
church in relation to this doctrine, when linked to the apparent inabil¬ 
ity to distinguish catholic dogma from theological opinion, may be 
regarded as the backdrop to Luther’s reforming vocation. Although, as 
will be emphasized later in this chapter, it is improper to extrapolate 
from Luther’s personal theological concerns to those of the Reforma¬ 
tion as a whole, it is nevertheless significant that the intellectual origins 
of the Lutheran Reformation appear to be linked with the doctrinal 
pluralism of the later Middle Ages. 

Briefly stated, then, the later medieval period may be regarded as 
characterized by a twofold crisis of authority. First, there was an evid¬ 
ent lack of clarity concerning the nature, location, and exercise of 
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theological authority at a time when rapid intellectual development led 
to considerable diversification of theological opinions, and confusion 
concerning the precise status of these opinions. The views of the 
Reformers initially appear to have paralleled views entertained else¬ 
where in the period, and thus not to have attracted attention until the 
situation had developed to a point at which forcible suppression of 
their views was necessary. Second, it is clear that the church, whether 
through inability or disinclination, did not move to suppress the views 
of the Reformers during the period when such suppression was a 
real possibility. The provincial and diocesan synods, established by the 
Fourth Lateran Council as the means of enforcing theological ortho¬ 
doxy, appear to have failed to exercise such authority when it was most 
required. 


Forerunners of the Reformation 

The search for the intellectual origins of the Reformation has tradition¬ 
ally been conducted within the framework of “Forerunners of the 
Reformation.” This tendency may be traced back to the work of Karl 
Heinrich Ullmann, who identified Johannes Pupper of Goch, Johannes 
Ruchrat of Wesel, and Wessel Gansfort as chief among such “Fore¬ 
runners.” 90 Inevitably, Ullmann’s understanding of the nature of the 
Reformation was heavily influenced by his Lutheran presuppositions. 
The search for such “Forerunners” has, in fact, met with little success. 91 
There has, for example, been a tendency to treat the Reformation as a 
homogeneous phenomenon, essentially defined by Luther’s doctrine of 
justification. “Forerunners of the Reformation” are thus categorized as 
medieval thinkers who anticipated one or more determinative aspects 
of Luther’s theology of justification. 92 It is, however, quite unaccept¬ 
able to limit such an inquiry in this way. In particular, two objections 
may be made. First, why should the inquiry be restricted to Luther’s 
doctrine of justification? Second, why should the inquiry be restricted to 
Luther? The relation between the initia theologiae Lutheri and the initia 
Reformatio nis is now appreciated to be of such complexity that it is 
quite improper to regard Luther’s personal theological preoccupations 
as identical with, or even coterminous with, those of the Lutheran 
Reformation as a whole. 9 ’ Nor can the quest for the intellectual ori¬ 
gins of the Reformation be limited to Luther, when there is such an 
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abundance of evidence that Zwingli’s reformation at Zurich owed its 
historical and theological origins to quite different currents of thought. 

It is quite clear that the search for “Forerunners of the Reformation” 
owed its origins to confessional and essentially polemical , rather than 
scholarly, considerations. Far from representing an objective exercise in 
intellectual history, the question of forerunners has been conceived in 
terms of demonstrating that “Lutheran” ideas were either the revival of 
existing heresies or the repristination of authentic trends in late medi¬ 
eval theology. The former approach underlies much of the early cath¬ 
olic critique of Luther, particularly within France. In condemning as 
heretical or heterodox Luther’s early theological theses in the sixteenth 
century, the University of Paris attempted to establish the essential 
continuity between earlier heresies and the ideas now being expounded 
by Luther. Luther’s ideas were thus not to be regarded as original, but 
were essentially the republication of older heresies. Thus Luther was 
a Hussite in his theology of contrition, a Wycliffite in his doctrine of 
confession, and a Manichean in his theology of grace and free will. 94 
According to the University of Paris, there were “Forerunners of the 
Reformation” only in the sense that the Reformation represented a 
reappearance of older heresies: the polemical rhetorical device of reductio 
ad haeresim was sufficient to establish the heretical spiritual lineage of 
the movement. 

Lutheran apologists, on the other hand, attempted to establish con¬ 
tinuity between the Reformation and the testes veritatis — the authentic 
Christian tradition, which had survived in the medieval period, despite 
the corruptions of scholasticism. 95 The charge to which the Lutheran 
Reformers were particularly sensitive was that of doctrinal innovation, 
and the most persuasive means of countering this charge was to dem¬ 
onstrate the continuity of the theology of the Reformers with that of 
the patristic era via the representatives of the testes veritatis in the medi¬ 
eval period. The most significant exposition of this continuity was 
Flacius Illyricus’s Ecclesiastica Historia secundum si rigid as centurias , better 
known simply as the Magdeburg Centuries . 96 Based on Flacius’s earlier 
work Catalogus testium veritatis , 97 the Centuries developed its method 
in an increasingly sophisticated direction. Whereas the Catalogus was 
primarily concerned with identifying those who had opposed papal 
claims or had suffered as a result of them in the past, the Centuries 
adopted a different approach by emphasizing the positive criterion of 
theological continuity between the Reformers and their forerunners 
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with such effect that it was dubbed pestilentissimum opus by the opponents 
of the Reformation. In that it was the Luther Reformation that was 
subjected to the most persistent and penetrating critique by contem¬ 
porary catholic academics, it was inevitable that the question of the 
theological antecedents of the Reformation should be discussed solely 
with reference to it, rather than to the Reformed church. Catholic 
anti-Reformation polemic appears to have focused on Luther, rather 
than on Zwingli or the Rhineland reformers of the 1520s. 

The historian cannot, however, be satisfied with any such polemical 
foundation or criterion of the notion of “Forerunners of the Reforma¬ 
tion,” whether this is interpreted negatively (that is, the Lutheran Re¬ 
formation as the revitalization of older heresies) or positively (that is, 
the Lutheran Reformation as the restitution of the testes veritatis). There 
has been a most regrettable tendency, undoubtedly reflecting both the 
nationality and the confessional bias of scholars working in the field, to 
deal with the question of “Forerunners of the Reformation” solely in 
terms of the German Lutheran Reformation. The question of the 
origins of the leading ideas associated with the Reformed church can¬ 
not be excluded from this analysis. In fact, it could be argued that the 
severe limitations of the thesis of the “Forerunner” are largely due to 
its historical origins as a sixteenth-century polemical device in the 
disputes over the “catholicity” of the Lutheran Reformation. Modern 
scholarship, not wishing to be impeded by such considerations, is 
at liberty either to modify the concept, or to abandon it altogether. 
The polemical intentions of the thesis of the “Forerunner,” as stated in 
its original form, make it unsuitable for the purposes of this study. It 
will, however, be clear that this does not call into question, still less 
invalidate, the basic notion of a degree of fundamental theological 
continuity between the Reformation and the late medieval period: it 
simply means that this thesis cannot be investigated on the basis of such 
questionable sixteenth-century presuppositions. In particular, it is no 
longer possible to overlook the enormously significant question of 
the intellectual origins of the Reformed church, which was generally 
overlooked on account of the polemical intentions of both the critics 
and defenders of early Lutheranism. It is on the basis of considerations 
such as these that the concept of the “Forerunners” must be recognized 
to require modification. 

The frequent linkage proposed within the earlier literature between 
“medieval heresies” and “Forerunners of the Reformation” requires 
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much closer examination. It is manifestly obvious that the term “her¬ 
esy” has changed its meaning over the years, causing no small difficult¬ 
ies for those who would seek to determine its essence or structure. 
The etymology of the term is not especially helpful; 98 the term has 
come to have developed associations which, though clearly related to 
its original meaning, incorporate additional nuances. Strictly speaking, 
the use of the term “heresy” in a theological sense must be restricted to 
the patristic period. The term was extensively used throughout the 
Middle Ages with overtones that distance the medieval usage of the 
term from its original associations. The case against the continuing use 
of the term “heresy” to designate religious movements in the Middle 
Ages was first made in 1935 by Herbert Grundmann, who argued that 
the notion was defined from an inquisitional, rather than theological, 
perspective. 99 “Heresy” was defined in terms of challenges posed to the 
authority of the church, from the perspective of those who were thus 
challenged. 

A purely historical account of the notion of heresy in the Middle 
Ages is thus obliged to define orthodoxy in terms of papal teaching, 
and heresy in terms of dissent from such teaching. 100 Heresy increas¬ 
ingly became a juridical notion. 101 Where the patristic period con¬ 
ceived heresy in terms of a deviation from the catholic faith, the Jurists 
of the twelfth and thirteenth century succeeded in redefining the notion 
in terms of the rejection of ecclesiastical authority, especially papal 
authority. As Robert Moore has argued, the extension of the category 
of heresy was an important instrument of social control. “ The medi¬ 
eval redefinition of heresy locates its essence in challenging papal power, 
rather than in deviating from Christian orthodoxy. Heresy became the 
means by which a society subsumed its endemic tensions under a 
notionally religious category. It ceased to be a theological notion, and 

1 A 1 ! 

was now defined legally or sociologically. 

There is thus no theological contradiction involved in the Reforma¬ 
tion’s insistence that many of those stigmatized as “heretics” by the 
medieval church were, in fact, orthodox Christians. Nor could any 
posited continuity between, for example, Luther and a medieval “her¬ 
etic” be taken as a prima facie indication of heterodoxy on Luther’s part, 
precisely because of the manner in which the Middle Ages chose to 
construe the notion of heresy in a sociological rather than theological 
manner. Yet our increased awareness of the sociological dimensions 
of medieval heresy raises a fundamental problem for the traditional 
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conception of the “Forerunner of the Reformation” on account of the 
communal dimensions of the concept. As Grundmann stressed, heresy 
is to be understood as a Lebensform rather than as a set of abstract 
ideas. 104 These heresies lacked a “definite heretical doctrine” as a point 
of nucleation and a means of distinguishing them from those around 
them; the boundaries were thus social, rather than ideational. 

If this understanding of the medieval heresies to which the Reforma¬ 
tion is alleged to be linked is conceded, the notion that Luther allied 
himself to certain individual thinkers of earlier generations becomes 
problematic. The issue concerns communities and intellectual “move¬ 
ments” (Bewegungen) , in Grundmann’s nuanced sense of the term, rather 
than the isolated ideas of individuals. The debate must therefore be 
concerned with how Luther and others relate to the historical after- 
math of such movements, and ought, as far as possible, to be conducted 
on historical rather than confessional criteria. There is no longer any 
polemical or apologetic need to demonstrate that there exist “Forerun¬ 
ners” of either Lutheran or Reformed ideas; the real issue is the extent 
of continuity and the nature of discontinuity between the ideas and 
those of the later Middle Ages. It is becoming increasingly clear that, 
if there exist “Forerunners of the Reformation,” these are not to be 
identified with specific individuals within the late medieval church, but 
with trends within the late medieval church as a whole. 

It was the methodological and doctrinal pluralism of the later Middle 
Ages that gave birth to both the German and Swiss Reformations, in 
that the distinctive ideas associated with the Reformation in its various 
manifestations arose within the vortex of late medieval religious thought. 
The diversity of opinion concerning the sources and methods of theo¬ 
logical speculation, the confusion concerning the locus of authority 
within the church, and other factors such as those already noted in this 
chapter, combined to create a significant degree of theological instab¬ 
ility in northern Europe, which seems to have gone largely unnoticed 
in Italy. From this matrix would emerge the ideas and methods that 
would shape the intellectual foundations of the Reformation, and rup¬ 
ture the unity of the European church. The present study is conceived 
as an investigation into the continuities and discontinuities between the 
thought of the Reformation as a whole and that of the later medieval 
period, in an attempt to cast light upon both the intellectual origins 
and character of this movement, which has exercised so great an influ¬ 
ence over the shaping of modern Europe. 




2 

Humanism and the Reformation 


It is now becoming increasingly clear that the intellectual environment 
of the early sixteenth century is sufficiently complex to inhibit simplistic 
generalizations concerning the precise relationship between humanism 
and scholasticism, or humanism and the Reformation. 1 In particular, 
the tendency of certain older scholars to identify “humanism” with the 
personal interests, concerns, and beliefs of Erasmus of Rotterdam is 
now regarded as both improper and misleading. This chapter is con¬ 
cerned with the identification of the interests and methods of the 
humanists, in order to cast light upon the all-important relationship 
between humanism and the Reformation. 


Humanism: The Problem of Definition 

There is no doubt that, by the opening of the sixteenth century, 
humanism was a well-established transnational movement, with a strong 
sense of its identity. In a careful study of the development of the group 
identity of German humanists over the period 1450—1530, Eckhard 
Bernstein points to the deliberate fostering of a sense of identity and 
purpose, almost comparable to the idea of a religious vocation. 2 
Humanists saw themselves as a new “lay order,” with the potential to 
transform European culture, and realized the importance of consolidat¬ 
ing the social and intellectual cohesion of the movement. A number of 
strategies were devised with this objective in mind - for example, the 
cultivation of Latin or Greek names, 3 the emphasis upon Latin as the 
lingua franca of the new republic of letters, the founding of sodalities, 
the elevation of the concept of friendship, and the excoriation of those 
seen as opponents of the movement (perhaps most notably scholastic 
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theologians). In such ways, humanists transformed their perceived status 
within western culture from being outsiders to insiders, in turn mar¬ 
ginalizing those who they disliked through a rhetoric of scorn. 

Yet the creation of social cohesion presupposes at least some degree 
of shared values and ideas. So what are the common features of this 
movement? What unites individual humanists into a greater move¬ 
ment, transcending individuals and national boundaries? To answer 
this question, we must trace the movement back to its origins in Italy, 
and attempt to identify its distinctive themes. At least four views of the 
nature and aims of the humanism of Italian Renaissance gained some 
support in the twentieth century. 4 First, there is the view based upon 
the writings of Jacob Burckhardt, which regards the Renaissance as 
marking the birth of the modern consciousness: humanists may there¬ 
fore be viewed as the advocates of the individualism, secularism, and 
moral autonomy that characterized the Enlightenment worldview to 
which Burckhardt was heir. 5 Second, the rival view based upon the 
writings of Giuseppe Tofannin views Italian humanists as exponents of 
an authentically Christian culture, in the face of a challenge from the 
growth of both heterodoxy and paganism (particularly the form found 
within the “Ciceronianism” so favored by many humanist writers). 6 
Third, there is the view based upon the works of Hans Baron, accord¬ 
ing to which Florentine humanists were essentially exponents of re¬ 
publicanism, who studied the classics in order to benefit from their 
political and moral insights. 7 Fourth, Paul Oskar Kristeller offered a 
more nuanced and sensitive account of humanism, which envisages the 
movement as essentially cultural and educational, primarily concerned 
with written and spoken eloquence, and only secondarily concerned 
with matters of philosophy and politics. 6 In fact, the Italian Renaissance 
is such a multifaceted phenomenon that most generalizations con¬ 
cerning its essence are prone to reductionist tendencies. For reasons 
that will be outlined below, there are excellent grounds for preferring 
Kristeller’s view. 

According to Baron, humanism prior to 1400 was still an essentially 
medieval movement. The emancipation of humanism from this medi¬ 
eval context took place within Florence, primarily through the influence 
of Leonardo Bruni. A new sense of historical location and perspective 
developed within the city, with republican Florence being regarded as 
the heir of the classic Roman tradition. A new appreciation of Cicero 
appears to have developed more or less simultaneously, reflecting the 
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new interest in the political ideas of the Roman republic. 9 But, as 
others have pointed out, the Florentine humanism of the period appeared 
to be characterized more by its preoccupation with rhetoric than with 
the positive defense of republican civil ideals. 111 Indeed, Cicero appears 
to have been studied by the humanists of the Quattrocento primarily as 
an orator, rather than as a political thinker. 

The attractiveness of Kristeller’s view of humanism lies in the fact 
that it is able to account for at least a substantial amount of the remark¬ 
able diversity of outlooks evident within the Renaissance. The human¬ 
ists do not appear to have adopted a coherent position on matters of 
substance: thus both Burckhardt and Tofannin can point to strands 
within Renaissance thought that support their very different approaches 
to the movement. Nor was the Renaissance characterized by a coher¬ 
ent philosophical outlook, which distinguished it from that of scholasti¬ 
cism. Although it is unquestionably true that the period witnessed a 
wide and significant revival of various forms of Platonism, 11 the fact 
remains that a significant number of humanists consciously adopted 
various forms of Aristotelianism, not least on account of its perceived 
importance in the fields of ethics and logic. 12 Indeed, there are ex¬ 
cellent reasons for suggesting that the rise of scholasticism within 
Reformed theology in the 1560s is ultimately due to the influence of 
Paduan Renaissance Aristotelianism. Ermolao Barbara’s lectures on the 
Nicomachean Ethics , delivered during the academic year 1474-5 at Padua, 
illustrate the attraction that Aristotle’s ethics exercised over many late 
Renaissance thinkers. Similarly, the Heptadogma of Robert Goulet — 
basically an introduction to the curriculum at the university of Paris in 
the late Renaissance — indicates the importance of Aristotle in relation 
to logic. 14 Perhaps most significantly, there appears to have been a 
degree of indifference to such matters within the Renaissance: of the 
published works dating from this period, the relatively small number 
devoted to philosophical or political discussions - often characterized 
by their amateurishness — are far outnumbered by those devoted to the 
“pursuit of eloquence.” It seems that the humanists saw themselves 
primarily as men of letters, concerned with modeling and commending 
written and spoken eloquence. 11 

This point may be illustrated from the inaugural orations of 
Bartolommeo della Fonte (1446—1513), a minor humanist and professor 
of poetry and oratory at the university of Florence in the penultimate 




Humanism and the Reformation 


37 


decade of the Quattrocento. 16 In his Oratio in laudem oratoriae facultatis, 
delivered at Florence on November 7, 1481 as a prelude to the study 
of Cicero’s Orationes , della Fonte argues that the characteristic mark 
of humanity, distinguishing it from the animals, is the human capacity 
to express thoughts in words. Rhetoric is thus the discipline that 
brings out what is distinctive and fundamental to humanity, both 
enhancing the distinction between humanity and other creatures on 
the one hand, and on the other, allowing more cultured — and hence 
humane — people to be distinguished from their uncultured neighbors. 17 
That this view of humanism embraces both pagan and Christian is 
evident from della Fonte’s assertion that the apostle Paul, Chrysostom, 
Jerome, and Augustine were not merely men of outstanding piety, 
but also individuals who excelled in the elegance of their speech and 
writing ( dicendi quoque ac scribendi elegantia praestiterunt) . 1<s If della Fonte 
is typical of its values, humanism can thus essentially be conceived 
as a cultural and educational program, based upon written and spoken 
eloquence, to which people of any religious, political, or philo¬ 
sophical persuasion may subscribe without compromising their con¬ 
victions. It is perhaps on account of the fact that humanism did 
not embrace any specific opinions on any of these matters, confining 
itself instead to the pursuit of eloquence, that the movement made 
such deep inroads into all sections of Italian society in the period of 
the Renaissance. 

A further point that should be noted is the alleged tension between 
northern European and Italian humanism. Although an earlier genera¬ 
tion of historians felt able to construct a model of European humanism 
that contrasted a Christian humanism north of the Alps with an essen¬ 
tially profane and secular humanism in Italy, modern scholarship has 
called this model into question. While it is clear that some contem¬ 
porary northern European humanists recognized a tension between 
their own views and those of certain Italian humanists, this serves 
merely to confirm the fundamental diversity of Renaissance humanism. 
The profane and the Christian existed side by side in the Renaissance, 
both laying claim to be “humanist.” 

The importance of Kris teller’s definition of humanism lies in the fact 
that it still permits us to regard humanism as a coherent movement, 
with certain minimal characteristics, while simultaneously recognizing 
that its complex network of intellectual interests defies simplistic 
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reduction in terms of an underlying philosophical unity. Without the 
recognition of the polymorphism of the movement, it is quite possible 
that the term “humanism” would cease to function as a meaningful 
designation in intellectual history. In the Renaissance a humanista was 
a professional teacher of the studia humanitatis , and the temptation to 
impose the modern secular nuances of the term upon its Renaissance 
equivalent must be resisted. Far too many modern students tend to 
approach the question of the relation between humanism and the 
Reformation on the basis of the assumption that humanists were pre¬ 
disposed against Christianity in general, and the catholic church in 
particular. 

Although it is clear that Renaissance humanism was characterized by 
no distinctive philosophical or ideological stance, the fact remains that, 
virtually without exception, the humanists were Christians who saw 
themselves as operating within the context of the life and thought of 
the church. There has been an increasing reaction against the Enlighten¬ 
ment tendency, still evident in some quarters, to regard the humanists 
as precursors of the Enlightenment critique of religion. The humanist 
were regarded by the Enlightenment as prophets of the free human 
spirit, working toward their emancipation from the narrow confine of 
the world of medieval religion, in much the same way as the Reforma¬ 
tion was to be regarded as primarily concerning the right to exercise 
unrestricted private judgment . 19 Perhaps the most important considera¬ 
tion leading to the discrediting of this view of humanism concerns the 
obsession of certain humanists with magic and the cabala. As the 
interest (or obsession, as some scholars would have it) in the medieval 
Faust legend indicates , 21 many humanists had more in common with 
the spirit of Romanticism than with the sober rationalism of the En¬ 
lightenment . 22 Furthermore, successive studies of Pico della Mirandola, 2 '’ 
Lorenzo Valla , 24 and Desiderius Erasmus 25 - to name but a few of the 
more important figures associated with the movement — have stressed 
the continuity of humanism with the medieval catholic spiritual tradi¬ 
tion, rather than viewing it as a precursor of rationalism. Humanism 
was an important element in the flux of late medieval religious life and 
thought, being particularly influential among the intellectual elite, and 
thus inevitably possessing a significant potential influence upon late 
medieval piety, religion, and theology. The crucial question with which 
the historian is particularly concerned is the identification of the nature 
and extent of such influence. 
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A further point that should be noted is the cosmopolitan character of 
humanism. Although various movements that could conceivably be 
designated as “proto-humanist” may be identified in fifteenth-century 
northern Europe, 26 it seems that the development of northern European 
humanism was both stimulated and informed by the diffusion of the 
ideals of the Italian Renaissance. 27 The early flirtations with Italian 
humanism in the middle of the fourteenth century at the Prague court 
of Charles IV certainly fit this pattern, although this is generally regarded 
as an isolated incident, which had little impact elsewhere in the region. 
For most scholars, the origins of German humanism are to be traced to 
1452, with the publication of Albrecht von Eyb’s Tractatus de speciositate 
puellulae . 28 

Three main channels of diffusion have been identified. The first 
was through the exchange of persons between northern Europe and 
Renaissance Italy. Thus northern European students might study at 
Italian universities before returning to assume influential teaching posi¬ 
tions in northern universities. The second was through the extensive 
foreign correspondence of the Italian humanists, the full extent of 
which is only gradually becoming apparent through the process of 
cataloging. The third was through the dissemination of manuscripts, 
and particularly through printed works. Although printing was a Ger¬ 
man invention, many of the more important late fifteenth-century 
presses were situated in northern Italy. 

The strongly cosmopolitan aura of humanism is, of course, particu¬ 
larly well instanced in the case of Erasmus, who famously regarded 
himself as a citizen of the Latin-speaking world, 1() and treated languages 
other than Latin with marked disdain. 31 His momentary lapse into his 
native Dutch on his deathbed should not be permitted to obscure 
the fact that Erasmus, unlike many strongly nationalist humanists, 
regarded national boundaries and languages as impediments in the path 
of humanist ideals in general, and the advance of civilization in particu¬ 
lar. 32 The strongly national overtones associated with local humanist 
circles such as that to which Zwingli belonged contrast strongly with 
Erasmus’s studied indifference to local cultures and political situations. 33 
Erasmus had no time for the nationalist pride evident in Vadian’s 
dedicator poem to Glarean’s hexameters in praise of Switzerland, in 
which he asserts that the intellectual minority of Switzerland has been 
brought to an end through the efforts of Glarean and Myconius, the 
muses of Apollo now having climbed the Swiss Alps. 34 
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Characteristic Features of Northern 
European Humanism 

In dealing with the question of the intellectual origins of the European 
Reformation, we are primarily concerned with the characteristic ideals, 
methods, and presuppositions of northern European humanism. Broadly 
speaking, three quite distinct, although related, such characteristics may 
be identified. These are a literary or cultural program, directed toward 
the ideal of home litterae ; a religious program directed toward the ideal 
of Christianismus renascens ; and a political program, primarily directed 
toward the establishment of peace in Europe. 

The importance of a shared sense of identity to the development of 
northern European humanism must be emphasized. As Eckhard Bernstein 
has pointed out, “the gradual emergence of the humanists as a self- 
confident educational and literary elite and a major intellectual force 
did not happen by some magic working of the Zeitgeist , but was the 
result of conscious and well-thought-out strategies, policies and profes- 
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sional moves.” 3 The way in which Renaissance humanism developed 
its group identity has still not been explored in depth; 36 nevertheless, 
it is clear that the humanist sodalities played a critical role in con¬ 
solidating the humanist sense of self-identity. The manner in which the 
Roman Academy - a humanist sodality on a rather grander scale - 
defined itself with reference to essentially Ciceronian linguistic and 
ideological criteria illustrates the way in which humanist were able to 
cultivate a strong sense of group identity, while at the same time 
demarcating themselves from those they judged to be “outsiders.” 37 
Part of the process of crystallization of identity involved heightening 
the tension between humanists and other groups, especially scholastic 
theologians and philosophers, apparently in the belief that this process 
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encouraged humanist unity and commitment. ‘ The widespread use 
of published works of satire within humanist writings served both to 
discredit the “obscure people” regarded as opponents by humanists, 
as well as fostering the impression that humanism was a credible altern¬ 
ative to those movements and individuals being criticized. 39 

It is also significant that Erasmus’s Enchiridion Militis Christiani fos¬ 
ters a quasi-religious understanding of the role of the lay intellectual or 
reader of Scripture, both in the reform of the church and in the general 
government of its affairs. If Erasmus’s vision of the learned and pious 
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layperson is set against the backdrop of the debate over monastic reforms 
of the period, 40 it is clear that his vision for the renewal of the church 
is linked with the reconceptualization of both the religious order and 
the religious life, involving seeing the faithful literate lay person as 
having a distinctive religious vocation. The notion of humanism as a 
“lay order” can be found in the writings of Mutianus Rufus (Konrad 
Mutian), a central figure in Erfurt humanist circles in the first two 
decades of the sixteenth century. 41 

The rise of classical scholarship is one of the most distinctive features 
of the Italian Renaissance, and its influence upon northern European 
humanism, such as that of Erasmus, is beyond dispute. 42 It must, of 
course, be appreciated that the intense study of ancient literature and 
philology was not generally seen as an end in itself, but as a means 
toward the attainment of eloquence, both written and spoken. The 
negative attitude adopted toward the vernacular by many humanists, 
such as Erasmus, reflected their conviction that eloquentia could only 
be achieved through the medium of Ciceronian Latin. The humanist 
emphasis on the significance of language is, however, of greater import¬ 
ance than might at first be thought. The new interest in classical 
rhetorical theory and sources, such as Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics and 
Cicero’s Topica , was linked with an emphasis upon the unique and 
particular elements of literature and history — the irreducible particu¬ 
larity of human reality was widely recognized as being more suited 
to historical description, rather than logical analysis. 43 Thus the New 
Testament was read, not as the basis of an intellectually comprehensive 
and logically consistent theological system, but as the record of the 
early Christian experience given in a specific literary and historical 
form. 

Those who see the origins of modern historicism as lying in the 
Renaissance period have good reason for doing so. 44 The early human¬ 
ist concern with the text of the New Testament, particularly evident 
with Valla, is ultimately an expression of the conviction that this text 
may, through appropriate literary and historical analysis, yield moral 
and doctrinal insights of importance to the specific historical situation 
of the interpreter. Although many of the humanists commended the 
eloquentia of the New Testament, particularly the Pauline writings, it is 
clear that this text was generally recognized as an intellectually modest 
source incapable of bearing the dialectical weight imposed upon it 
through the theological speculation of the schoolmen. 
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The appeal to the New Testament and the fathers 45 as the sources of 
a reformed and renewed church was an appeal to return adfontes. This 
celebrated slogan must not be misunderstood: the New Testament, and 
writers such as Vergil and Galen, had been known for centuries — what 
was new was not so much these sources themselves, as both the method 
by and the spirit in which they were approached. Commentaries and 
glosses were to be bypassed, in order to engage directly with the text 
itself - whether the text in question was the Justinian Pandects or the 
New Testament. The importance of this point will be further emphas¬ 
ized in chapter 4. The new spirit in which these classical sources were 
read must not be overlooked. Vergil was read with the idea of imitat¬ 
ing Aeneas by setting out by sea, to voyage to distant lands (it need 
hardly be added that the discovery of the Americas in the final decade 
of the fifteenth century made a deep impression upon the contemporary 
European consciousness). 46 Galen was read with the idea of carrying 
out experiments by which medical and scientific knowledge might be 
confirmed and enlarged. The New Testament was read with the idea 
of encountering the risen Christ (Christus renascens) through faith, and 
recapturing the vitality of the experience of the early church. 47 The 
slogan adfontes was more than simply a call to return to ancient sources 
- it was a call to return to the essential realities of human existence as 
reported in these literary sources. The new literary and philological tech¬ 
niques enabled readers to return to and reinterpret their own experience 
efontibus. Far from being merely a purely literary or cultural program, 
the recall ad fontes was also the summons to a search for experience and 
meaning, which recognized in classical sources the means toward this 
end. Literary and philological techniques allowed the reader to break out 
of the literary situation of these works, and encounter something deeper. 
For the Reformers, the new techniques allowed the reader to break 
out of the specific historical situation of the New Testament writings, 
and hear in them nothing other than the Word of God. 

The humanist literary program encapsulated in the slogan adfontes 
has immediate and obvious affinities with the theological concerns 
of the Reformation. Reformer and humanist alike wished Christian 
doctrine and practice to be established efontibus , upon the basis of the 
New Testament and the fathers, rather than on medieval biblical glosses 
or commentaries, or the complex matrix of presuppositions underlying 
scholastic theology. Particularly in the early phase of the Reformation, 
there appears to have been a “productive misunderstanding” between 
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humanists and Reformers, with the former apparently assuming that 
the latter were committed to essentially the same program as them¬ 
selves. 48 It is easy to see how this impression could arise. Both humanist 
and Reformer had serious misgivings concerning scholastic theology; 
both wished to return to the Bible, particularly the New Testament, 
as the source of Christian doctrine; both greatly valued the fathers as 
witnesses to the vitality and character of early Christianity. This appeared 
to indicate that both movements possessed a common theological pro¬ 
gram, and many at the time appear to have assumed that this was the 
case. It was the humanists who, by their support for Luther in the 
period 1518—21, transformed a minor controversy within the theolo¬ 
gical faculty of the University of Wittenberg into a major controversy 
with ramifications for both church and society. What was initially a 
purely local controversy was, through the cosmopolitan public agita¬ 
tion of its humanist observers, debated by intellectuals throughout much 
of Europe. Nevertheless, the fact remains that superficial similarities 
between the reforming programs of the humanists and the early 
evangelicals served only to conceal profound differences. 

Both humanists and Reformers were hostile toward scholastic theo¬ 
logy. 49 The humanists objected to the scholastic emphasis upon abstract 
ideas, dislocated and detached from their living historical contexts, 
which seemed to them to represent an unhealthy obsession with universal 
and religious truths. Humanist writers preferred to deal with specific 
concrete historical situations. Furthermore, the degenerate Latin and 
arcane terminology employed by the schoolmen in their dialectical dis¬ 
putations were the subject of widespread derision within the humanist 
movement. For the humanists, there was no reason whatsoever why 
matters of ethics or theology could not be expressed eloquently and 
simply. For the Reformers, particularly Luther, the scholastics were not 
to be criticized on account of their style or vocabulary, but on account 
of the theology for which these were but secondary vehicles. A reforma¬ 
tion of doctrine, rather than of style or vocabulary, was the real issue 
at stake. 

Similarly, the humanists regarded Scripture, and particularly the New 
Testament, as th efons et origo of Christianity, valuing it both on account 
of its antiquity and its literary significance. For Erasmus, the importance 
of the New Testament relates to the teaching of Jesus as the lex Christi , 
so that the New Testament is to be regarded as the primary instrument 
in a religiously educative and formative process. It was, however, only 
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one of several such sources, and could not be regarded as the sole 
authoritative source of doctrine and ethics. For many of the reformers, 
particularly Luther, Scripture was the sole means by which access might 
be had to the Word of God. The slogan sola scriptura was thus inter¬ 
preted in an exclusive sense, meaning that Scripture alone was to be 
regarded as the sole source of Christian truth. 50 This left open, of course, 
the question of the manner in which this text was to be interpreted, 
and particularly the insights concerning the role of nature and conscience. 
Nevertheless, these issues were held to be determined on biblical grounds, 
rather than on the basis of extrabiblical considerations. 

Finally, the humanists valued the fathers as representatives and expon¬ 
ents of a simple and comprehensible form of Christianity, more authentic 
than the debased faith that passed itself off as Christianity in the late 
medieval period. The authority of the fathers was seen to be vested in 
both their antiquity and their eloquence, rather than in their theo¬ 
logical opinions. 11 For the Reformers, however, the fathers were to be 
valued as expositors of Scripture, representing forms of Christianity that 
had since become corrupted and distorted through the questionable 
presuppositions and methods of medival theologians. 52 For Luther, 
Augustine was to be regarded as pre-eminent among the fathers on 
account of Inis theological opinions. For the humanists, Augustine could 
not be singled out in this manner: indeed, for Erasmus, it was Jerome 
who was summus theologus , 53 

The question of whether a patristic writer’s importance was deter¬ 
mined by his theology, or his eloquence and scholarship, served to 
distinguish humanist and Reformer, although this point was not fully 
appreciated in the heady days of the early Reformation. Later chapters 
will consider the importance of humanist literary scholarship and tech¬ 
niques in relation to theological sources and methods. Attention should 
now turn to the interaction of humanism and the two main elements 
of the Reformation. 


Humanism and the Origins of the 
Reformed Church 

In recent years, there has been a growing tendency among scholars of 
the Swiss Reformation to recognize the political origins of the Reformed 
church in the so-called “First Zurich Disputation” of January 29, 1523. 54 
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The sola scriptura principle was introduced in Zurich in the late autumn 
of 1520, making Scripture the sole basis of public preaching. It proved 
to be a cause for popular dissension. Zwingli’s attacks of 1522 on 
clerical celibacy and the intercession of the saints — both of which 
challenged the authority of the church on the basis of Scripture — 
aroused considerable public feeling, to which the Zurich city council 
was obliged to respond. In the disputation (which the city council 
appears to have regarded as a purely judicial proceeding, designed to 
establish whether Zwingli had conformed to earlier decisions of that 
council), 51 the sola scriptura principle was reaffirmed, and the legality of 
Zwingli’s preaching upheld. The disputation proved to be the proto¬ 
type of a whole series of similar disputations throughout the period 
1523—36, defining the characteristics of the Reformed church. 56 

Although it must be emphasized that the disputation merely con¬ 
firmed the earlier decision of the city council to encourage preaching 
based upon Scripture alone, the outcome of the disputation proved to 
have considerable impact upon the nascent Reformation in Switzerland 
and south Germany, in that the sola scriptura principle quickly became 
accepted as normative, and as a distinguishing feature of the emerging 
evangelical movement in the region. 17 Zwingli had turned an academic 
disputation into an occasion of public decision and, as events would 
show, into a formidable weapon for reformation. 

Although it is possible to argue that the city council was actually 
strengthening its own position (in that it was the council, rather than 
Scripture itself, that was to be recognized as the arbiter of what was 
formally consistent with Scripture), the decision was widely regarded as 
establishing the theological basis of the emerging Reformed church, 
and acting as a criterion of demarcation between evangelical and cath¬ 
olic - or, to use the language of the Reformed tradition, between 
reformed and unreformed — forms of Christianity. 

This discussion, however, is primarily concerned with the intellec¬ 
tual origins of the Reformed church, rather than the means by which 
its theological program came to be legitimized and propagated - 
in other words, with the question of how the thinkers of the early 
Reformed church came to hold their distinctive ideas, rather than the 
political means by which these were institutionalized and propagated. 
It is therefore necessary to consider the background of its leading 
figures, an attempt to assess the influence of humanism upon their 
intellectual development. 
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The origins of the Reformed church are inextricably interlocked 
with the emergence of a distinctively Swiss group of humanists, charac¬ 
terized by a vision for the future of the church that envisaged reform 
primarily as a reformation of life and morals. 58 Doctrinal reform was 
not regarded as necessary or important; the central issues concerned the 
revitalization of the vision of the church, and a realignment of its 
structures and morality with those envisaged by the New Testament - 
a vision of reform that can be seen in Zwingli’s early sermons at Zurich 
during the year 1519. 

It is now clear that the second decade of the sixteenth century 
witnessed the emergence of a distinctively Swiss form of humanism 
that may be contrasted with the cosmopolitanism of Erasmus. 59 The 
efforts of Vadian in Vienna, Glarean in Paris, Myconius and Xylotectus 
in Lucerne, and Zwingli in Einsiedeln during this period were not 
primarily concerned with the creation of a cosmopolitan republic of 
letters, but with establishing the literary and cultural identity of the 
Swiss nation at a time of political uncertainty. 60 The importance of the 
University of Vienna in relation to this circle of Swiss humanists should 
be noted. 61 Through the university reforms introduced by Heinrich 
von Langenstein in 1386, Vienna had become a center for the via 
moderna. The career of Nicholas Kampf of Strasbourg (c. 1415-97) may 
be taken as an excellent illustration of the complexity of the intellectual 
currents flowing in the University of Vienna in the fifteenth century. 
Kampf’s time at Vienna (1437—9) is generally agreed to antedate the 
rise of humanism in the university, traditionally dated around 1450. 62 
By the final decade of the fifteenth century, the confrontation between 
humanism and scholasticism so characteristic of many late medieval 
universities at this juncture had also become a major issue at Vienna. 

The arrival of Konrad Celtis during the final years of the century 
catalyzed this confrontation still further, and led to Vienna becoming 
increasingly recognized as a center for humanist studies. >: In the first 
two decades of the sixteenth century, Vienna was the most sought-after 
university in eastern Europe. 64 The arrival of Zwingli as a student at 
Vienna in 1498 coincided with that of Celtis: although little is known 
of Zwingli’s interests and concerns at that time, 65 it is significant that he 
became associated with a humanist circle with strong links with the 
university. 66 One of the leading figures within this circle was Joachim 
Vadian, who was highly active in university life in Vienna throughout 
the period 1501-18. 67 
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The leading features of Swiss humanism in the first two decades 
of the sixteenth century broadly parallel those of northern European 
humanism in general, 68 although with strongly nationalist overtones 
reflecting a growing conviction of the need to forge a distinct national 
identity in the face of the political upheavals then destabilizing the 
region. The geographical location of Switzerland facilitated contact 
with both Italian and northern European intellectual movements, and 
these contacts were further strengthened by the tendency, particularly 
evident in the final decade of the fifteenth century, of Swiss students to 
study abroad. Major printing presses were established in leading Swiss 
cities (such as those of Froben, the brothers Amerbach, and Cratander 
in Basle and Froschauer in Zurich), thus facilitating the establishment 
of a respublica litteraria in the region. 69 The same vision of Christianismus 
renascens that so excited other northern European humanists was an 
essential aspect of the Swiss movement. 70 

Vadian’s first major religious work was his commentary on the Acts 
of the Apostles, in which he contrasted the vitality of the early church 
with the stagnation being experienced within the contemporary church, 
as well as breaking new ground in literary analysis by drawing on 
classical geographical sources (such as the Ulm edition of Ptolomy’s 
Geographia) in the course of his exposition of his text. 71 The strong 
political cast of the Swiss humanist movement was particularly evident 
in the widespread popular dissatisfaction with the role forced upon 
Switzerland by its more powerful neighbors during the Franco-Italian 
war. Zwingli’s writings from his early Glarus period indicate his hostile 
reaction to this war, 72 which is echoed in contemporary humanist 
accounts of its brutalities. 7 "' One of the more significant and distinctive 
features of Swiss humanism during the critical period 1516—19 is the 
growing interest in pacifism and the establishment of a distinct Swiss 
national identity, which is particularly evident in Myconius’s signific¬ 
antly titled dialog Philirenus (1519). 74 

The growing interest in humanism on the part of Swiss students has 
been carefully documented by Hans Trlimpy, in a study of the univer¬ 
sities attended by students from Glarus in the period 1475—1520. 75 
Before 1507, such students tended to study at German universities, 
such as Freiburg and Heidelberg. 76 During the period during which 
Swiss humanism began to flourish — usually considered to be 1507—21 
— a marked shift is evident: of the 28 Swiss students studied by Trlimpy, 
all but three attended universities by then established as centers of 
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humanism. Thus four studied at Vienna; 12 studied at Basle, the center 
of a humanist circle including Heinrich Lupulus (Wolfli), Melchior 
Volmar, Jakob Fullonius (Walker), Valerius Anshelm, Michael Rubellus 
(Rottli), and Thomas Wyttenbach, which gained an international repu¬ 
tation among humanists, such as Erasmus. 77 Eight studied at Glarean’s 
academy in Paris, dedicated to the propagation of humanist ideals. 78 
(The trauma of the 1520s, when the Turks stood at the gates of 
Vienna, effectively bringing the work of that university to an end, and 
the political disturbances at Basle that reduced the student enrollment 
there from 60 in 1521 to one in 1528, and none at all in 1529, was not 
forseen in these heady days.) The student figures for the canton of 
Glarus are clearly highly suggestive, indicating considerable interest 
in humanist learning among Swiss students in the first two decades of 
the sixteenth century. That interest was certainly shared by Huldrych 
Zwingli, the pastor of Glarus from 1506 to 1516, and formerly a 
student at both Vienna (1498—1502) and Basle (1502—6). 

Zwingli’s relation to both Erasmus and Luther is difficult to assess 
on the basis of explicit references in his published writings, in that he 
appears defensively to minimize his obligations to both for domestic 
political reasons. 79 Nevertheless, the considerable influence of both 
Erasmus in particular, and humanist editorial and textual undertakings 
in general, upon the development of his thought is well established. 
Zwingli embraced the humanist principle that historical and textual 
research — similar to that of Valla, which demonstrated the inauthenticity 
of the Donation of Constantine — should be freely employed in relation 
to ecclesiastical sources and traditions. Thus he argued that the tradi¬ 
tion of priestly celibacy had been falsified at points, 80 and undertook 
critical historical inquiries that demonstrated that Swiss congregations 
had occasionally demanded — and been granted — the right of their 
clergy to marry. 81 Similarly, his researches into local liturgical practices 
indicated that the people of Glarus had been permitted to received 
communion in both kinds at various points in the past. 82 Here we 
find an essentially neutral humanist tool (historical inquiry) functioning 
as a weapon in a Reformer’s armory. History was being put to polem¬ 
ical use. 

The influence of humanism upon Zwingli is, however, by no means 
restricted to historical or textual inquiry. Zwingli’s personal library- 
contained a substantial number of works by both Erasmus and Luther. 
While the former were heavily annotated, apparently at an early stage, 
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the latter appear to have been used relatively rarely — or at least to have 
failed to attract the marginal annotations that are a sure sign of sustained 
engagement with the text. 8 ' Zwingli made his first trip to Basle to visit 
Erasmus in 1516, shortly after the publication of the latter’s Novum 
Instrumentum on Froben’s press, and his letter to the great humanist of 
April 29, 1516 — written shortly after that visit — clearly indicates how 
he had been won over to a reforming program embracing humanist 
cultural and educational ideals. 84 Furthermore, his letters dating from 
the remainder of that decade frequently make reference to his intention 
to go back to Basle. Although Zwingli learned Greek in 1513, with the 
express purpose of studying Scripture, it was through Erasmus’s Novum 
Instrumentum of 1516 that this project was realized. 85 From his com¬ 
ments upon the inaccuracies of the Vulgate text, it is clear that Zwingli 
recognized the theological implications of the new sacred philology. 86 
Indeed, Bullinger informs us that Zwingli was able to commit the 
entire Greek New Testament to memory while serving as the parish 
priest at Einsiedeln. 87 Although some have argued that a clear diver¬ 
gence is evident between the ways in which Erasmus and Zwingli 
regarded or appropriated biblical scholarship in the Einsiedeln years 
(1516-18), 88 the evidence for this suggestion is less than compelling. 
Zwingli clearly follows Erasmus’s lead in several important areas, par¬ 
ticularly in relation to biblical exegesis, the “spiritual” (in other words, 
internalized) understanding of religion, and the concept of imitatio Christi. 
Indeed, Zwingli frequently emphasized the importance of Erasmus’s 
philological techniques to his expository work. The evidence certainly 
suggests that the Zwingli who began his ministry in Zurich on January 
1, 1519 was an Erasmian, albeit with political convictions reflecting 
those of a narrower Swiss humanism, rather than the cosmopolitan 
humanist espoused by Erasmus. 

An important consideration in establishing the origins of Zwingli’s 
religious ideas is his soteriology: whereas for Luther, the question of 
how one might find a gracious God led to his intense personal pre¬ 
occupation with the doctrine of justification, Zwingli’s concerns 
appear to have been primarily with the reform and revitalization of the 
church — in other words, with the humanist vision of Christianismus 
renascens. Far from regarding the doctrine of justification as the center 
of the gospel, and the foundation of a coherent program of theological 
reform, Zwingli appears to have adopted a form of moralism, demon¬ 
strating clear and significant affinities with Erasmus’s philosophia Christif 9 
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Zwingli’s program of reform initially corresponds to that of the circle 
of Swiss humanists to which he belonged; his divergence from that 
program is probably to be dated from around the year 1520, after his 
arrival at Zurich and the inauguration of his reforming ministry. 90 This 
shift in attitude appears to rest on a growing awareness of the lack of 
impact of that ministry. Prior to that point, Zwingli appears to have 
been convinced that his humanist program of preaching was having 
its desired effect. In a letter to Myconius, dated December 31, 1519, 
Zwingli exults over the success of his program, which had already 
engendered more than two thousand “more or less enlightened” people. 91 
Six months later, however, Zwingli appears to have conceded the 
inadequacy of his initial expectations. In a letter of July 24, 1520, 
Zwingli makes clear his disenchantment with the humanist educational 
program, as embodied in Erasmus’s philosophia Christi. It seems that 
Zwingli recognized that the reforming battle in which he was engaged 
could only be won with divine assistance, rather than relying upon 
Quintillian’s pedagogical insights. 92 At any rate, from this point onwards, 
Zwingli’s theology exhibits a mixture of humanist and Reformed ele- 
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ments. This potentially unstable amalgam of ideas involves humanist 
insights being retained alongside an increasing emphasis upon the priority 
of divine action in moral reflection and transformation, and the correct 
interpretation of Scripture through divine illumination. 

The ambivalent influence of Erasmus upon Zwingli’s later religious 
thought is best seen from the latter’s Commentarius de vera et falsa 
religione , which left the presses of Froschauer in March 1525. 94 Writing 
to Vadian on May 28 of that same year, Zwingli reported that Erasmus 
suggested that the work was derivative, reflecting his own views. 95 
Such convergence is immediately evident in the dedicatory epistle to 
the king of France, Francis I (an interesting choice, incidentally, sug¬ 
gesting Zwingli was aware of the changing religious situation in that 
nation), in which the theologians of the Sorbonne are ridiculed. 96 The 
work opens with a definition of religio that is obviously humanist in 
provenance, being taken directly from Cicero: “omnia, quae ad cultum 
deorum pertinerent diligentes retractarent et tanquam relegerent, sunt died religiosi 
ex relegendo .” 97 Similarly, following Cicero, it is asserted that the exist¬ 
ence of God can readily be ascertained by human reason: “ deum . . . esse, 
vulgo consensual est apud omnes gentes .” 98 Zwingli develops this idea to 
the point where he approaches the logos spermadkos of the second- 
century apologists, traces of which are evident in Erasmus’s Enchiridion : 
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in that God is truth, signs ( semina ) of this divinity may be found in both 
nature and in humanity itself, and thus discerned by all. Nevertheless, it 
is clear that Zwingli’s appeal to Scripture indicates that he regards these 
imagines divini et vestigia as inadequate as the basis of any reliable know¬ 
ledge of God - thus developing a position that would be expanded and 
developed by Calvin in the opening chapters of the 1559 Institutio (see 
below). 

Perhaps the most striking remaining affinities with Erasmus lie in 
Zwingli’s “spiritualism” — in other words, with his emphasis upon the 
interior character of religion. Religion is primarily concerned with 
internal attitudes, rather than with external religious observances or 
ecclesiastical structures. The emphasis that both humanist and Reformer 
place upon the interior dimension of religion — evident in Zwingli’s 
affirmation that “the Christian religion is nothing other than a firm 
hope in God through Jesus Christ and a blameless life fashioned after 
the example of Christ” 99 — suggests a lack of interest in matters of 
church structure and ceremonies. While this is certainly true of Erasmus, 
who often treated such matters as adiaphora , it is evident that Zwingli 
had quite definite views, particularly in relation to the sacraments, 
which he felt could not be compromised. Although there are clearly 
similarities between Erasmus and Zwingli at this point, they should not 
be exaggerated, nor should the critical importance of their divergences 
be overlooked. 100 

Alongside these clear convergences with Erasmianism, distinct diver¬ 
gences are evident within the Commentarius. The most significant of 
these is Zwingli’s critique of Erasmus’s concept of the liberum arbitrium 
(which, incidentally, dates from several months before Luther’s more 
famous and savage attack on Erasmus’s de libero arbitrio ). 101 The deeply 
pessimistic view of human nature that Zwingli now adopts contrasts 
sharply with his own earlier views, as well as those of Erasmus. Linked 
with this pessimistic theological anthropology is an increasingly strong 
doctrine of providence, evident in the sermon De providentia Dei , by 
which an individual’s destiny is understood to be determined by divine 
predestination, rather than by the human free will. 102 Curiously, how¬ 
ever, Zwingli supports this theology with a sustained appeal to Seneca 
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rather than to St Paul, ' causing more than one commentator to 
suggest that Zwingli’s thought is fundamentally Stoic rather than Chris¬ 
tian at this point — and hence pointing to humanist influence at a 
perhaps unexpected point in his theology. 
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A second point in the Commentarius at which divergence from Erasmus 
is evident focuses on the scepticism Zwingli expresses concerning the 
means by which the humanists propose to reform the church. The 
vision of Christianismus renascens requires more than half measures if 
it is to be actualized, and Zwingli effectively argues that the measures 
proposed by the humanists are incapable of achieving their stated 
objectives. 1 " 4 The humanist vision of the reform of human nature and 
the church through a program of education is now regarded by Zwingli 
as quite unrealistic; what is really required is a divine reformation of 
both the individual believer and the church in which God, rather than 
human beings, is to be regarded as the chief agent of transformation. 
The growing radicalism of Zwingli in this respect appears to have led 
to his being regarded as a religious fanatic by at least some of his former 
humanist colleagues. 

The second major Reformed theologian to be considered is Martin 
Bucer, the full extent of whose influence over the development of 
both Lutheran and Reformed theology is only now being appreciated. 
The origins of Bucer’s theology are unquestionably to be traced to 
humanism. 105 His education at the Schlettstadt humanist school, his 
intensive study of the works of Erasmus, 106 and his correspondence 
with significant humanists (such as Beatus Rhenanus), 107 indicate his 
early humanist leanings. In 1518, Bucer was present at the Heidelberg 
disputation to hear Luther deliver his celebrated theses, and within days 
wrote to Beatus Rhenanus concerning his impressions of the Reformer 
and his significance. 108 This letter is of considerable importance, in that 
it indicates how seriously Bucer misunderstood Luther’s theological 
concerns, viewing Luther’s reforming agenda through Erasmian spec¬ 
tacles. For Bucer, Luther merely stated explicitly what Erasmus had 
already hinted at. It is clear that Bucer regards Luther as differing from 
Erasmus only in the forthrightness with which he stated his views. In 
this letter, Bucer tends to omit, or gloss over, Luther’s views where 
they could not be accommodated to those of Erasmus; the remainder 
of Luther’s theses were interpreted within an Erasmian framework. 109 
In other words, he appears to have “productively misunderstood” the 
Reformer, in common with so many others at the time. Indeed, even 
when Bucer committed himself publicly to Luther, it seems that this 
commitment was primarily a personal affair, stemming from the per¬ 
sonality of the Reformer and his program for reform, rather than the 
specific religious ideas underlying them. As has often been shown, 
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Bucer remained an Erasmian in his theology throughout the 1520s, 
despite the increasing alienation that developed between Bucer and 
Erasmus during this period. 110 

Erasmus’s influence upon Bucer is at its most evident in his moral- 
ism. Thus Bucer, following Erasmus, places considerable emphasis upon 
the tropological sense of Scripture — in other words, upon the ethical 
application of the scriptural text to the specific historical situation of 
the reader. 111 Old and New Testament are idem in substantia , and both 
may be designated as lex. For Bucer, as for Erasmus, Scripture bears 
witness to the lex Christi , understood as an ethical pedagogical prin¬ 
ciple: “Nam et sacra doctrina proprie moralis est, ars nimirum recte et or dim 
vivendi . 5,112 The obvious difficulty in accommodating sentiments such 
as these with Luther’s doctrine of justification (which seemed to the 
humanists to destroy the foundations of morality) led to Bucer radically 
modifying that doctrine, resulting in a strongly ethical conception of 
justification that prefigures that of later Pietism. 113 This point is of 
considerable importance, for a number of reasons. First, it indicates 
Bucer’s failure to understand Luther’s theology of justification, or sym¬ 
pathize with it. The origins of Bucer’s theology are not to be sought in 
relation to the doctrine of justification, nor the agonizing over the 
status of fallen humanity coram Deo which is so evident in Luther’s early 
theological reflections. Second, Bucer’s concerns were, and appear to 
have remained, primarily ethical, his support for Luther apparently 
reflecting the ‘‘productive misunderstanding” of the great Reformer 
so widespread among humanists in the period 1517—21. The origins 
of Bucer’s reforming theology are to be sought in the complex milieu 
of humanist ethical, spiritual, and political expectations, which are so 
pervasive a feature of the intellectual life of southern Germany, the 
Rhineland, and Switzerland in the first quarter of the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury, and which play so important a role in relation to the origins of 
the Reformed church. 

The most significant theologian of the Reformed church is, of course, 
John Calvin. Calvin is, however, a second-generation reformer, whose 
importance lies not in relation to the origins , but the consolidation and 
later expansion of the reforming movement in the period 1536—64. 
Thus the 1536 Institution apparently modeled upon Luther’s catechisms, 
is essentially pedagogical in content and style, concerned with educating 
and informing its reader. It is significant that the term Institutio would 
probably have been understood to mean something like “education,” 
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“instruction,” or even “primer” by its sixteenth-century readers — 
Erasmus’s Institutio principis Christiani of 1516 had established this sense 
as normative (Bude’s Institution du Prince also follows the model). It will 
thus be clear that Calvin, despite his importance for the history and 
thought of the Reformation, assumes a minor place in any discussion 
of the intellectual origins of the Reformation. Indeed there are reasons 
for suggesting that Calvin’s transition from humanist to Reformer par¬ 
allels that of others (such as Zwingli), with perhaps the chief difference 
being the enigma that scholars have come to attach to the question of 
the date and nature of Calvin’s “conversion.” 114 As far as can be deter¬ 
mined, the young Calvin was a humanist, with a good knowledge of 
(but — like Erasmus — little enthusiasm for) scholastic theology. Calvin’s 
first published work was a commentary on Seneca’s De dementia , and 
is generally regarded as being thoroughly humanist in character. 1,3 
Although containing no significant indications of the manner in which 
his thought would develop, the text indicates that Calvin was already 
in possession of the literary and textual exegetical techniques that he 
would later apply so successfully to the text of Scripture. Just as the 
commentary on Seneca attempted to clear away all obstacles (such as 
contemporary allusions or modes of speech), preventing the reader 
from engaging directly with the thought of this rhetorician and politi¬ 
cian, so Calvin would later attempt to permit the reader to engage 
directly with the world of the New Testament. At this point (1532) we 
find Calvin in the process of moving away from the study of law 
to that of bonae litterae 116 — but not necessarily toward becoming a 
Reformer. 

It can also be argued that Calvin’s understanding of theological 
language shows a strongly humanist tone. One of the most distinctive 
features of Calvin’s theological method is his doctrine of “accommoda¬ 
tion” — that is to say, the notion that divine revelation involved divine 
self-accommodation to the realities of human epistemic capacities. God, 
as Calvin often pointed out, adopted modalities of revelation adapted 
to humanity’s weakened capacities. 117 This idea is not new; it can 
be instanced throughout secular writings on rhetoric of the classical 
period, works of Jewish philosophy, and the writings of the Greek 
fathers. 118 The idea, however, plays a particularly important role in the 
rhetorical and hermeneutical writings of Erasmus of Rotterdam. 119 For 
Erasmus, one of the most fundamental principles of rhetoric is that the 
lower is incapable of rising to the higher; if communication or persuasion 
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is to take place, the higher must lower itself. Erasmus finds this prin¬ 
ciple expressed in the New Testament mandate omnia omnibus , grounded 
in Paul's willingness to “become all things to all people” in order to 
commend and further the gospel. 120 For Erasmus, this general principle 
of accommodation is found at its highest in the Christian doctrine of 
the incarnation - that is to say, that God entered into human history 
in human form in the person of Jesus Christ. Calvin’s basic doctrine 
embodies all the main features of Erasmus’s approach, which he 
appeared to have regarded as an authentically Christian approach to 
rhetoric - that is to say, the theory of language - which he could 
expect to deploy theologically without controversy. 

The most important recent contribution to the discussion concern¬ 
ing Calvin’s shift from a generally humanist to a more specifically 
evangelical position has come from Alexandre Ganoczy, who argued 
that the documentary sources up to the year 1539 simply do not 
support the idea of a “sudden conversion” ( subita conversio ), referred to 
in the much later (1557) semiautobiographical preface to the Com¬ 
mentary on the Psalms. 121 Furthermore, the use of the term “con¬ 
version” is itself open to question, in that the penitential aspects of the 
concept, as it is normally understood today, are conspicuously absent 
from most contemporary understandings of the idea; these tend to 
focus on shifts in institutional loyalty and affililation, rather than the 
personal experiential aspects of the matter. 122 What can be said with at 
least some degree of confidence is that the 1530s witnessed the gradual 
unfolding of Calvin’s “reforming vocation” (vocation reformatrice) , in 
which Calvin steadily moved from a position initially characterized by 
Fabrisian humanism to one that was overtly evangelical. Unfortunately, 
there is no evidence of any direct link between Calvin and the reform¬ 
ing humanism of Lefevre d’Etaples, 123 so this suggestion must remain 
conjectural. Nevertheless, Ganoczy, by drawing attention to the inad¬ 
equacy of the contemporary sources, has highlighted not merely how 
little we know about Calvin’s subita conversio , but how the document¬ 
ary lacunae prevent us from ever being able to remedy the situation. 
We shall thus probably never know whether Calvin’s conversio really 
was subita - or even a conversio in any meaningful sense of the word. 

The most careful study of Calvin’s relation to humanism to date 
suggests that Calvin’s thought after his “conversion” demonstrates both 
continuity and discontinuity with the humanist tradition. 124 The con¬ 
tinuity relates primarily to Calvin’s continued use of classical culture as 
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a resource that he might exploit in the interests of both scholarship, 
preaching, and apologetics, 12-1 while the discontinuity relates to the 
radical dichotomy that Calvin recognizes between divine revelation 
and classical wisdom. 126 This dichotomy may be illustrated by Calvin’s 
discussion of the theological significance of a natural knowledge of 
God. 

The first five chapters of the 1559 Institutio represent a critical evalu¬ 
ation of a natural knowledge of God, in which Calvin enters into a 
dialog with Cicero’s De natura deorum} 27 Cicero, in his exposition of 
the Epicurean natural theology, asserts that nature itself has imprinted 
the existence of the gods within human nature: “Quae est enim gens aut 
quod genus hominum, quod non habeat sine doctrina anticipationem quondam 
deorum ?” Calvin follows this line of reasoning exactly, arguing from 
the existence of religionis semen to that of God: “Quendam inesse humanae 
mend, et quidem naturali instinct divinitatis sensum, extra controversiam 
ponimus .” 129 Although Cicero argues from such natural intuitions of 
divinity to the existence of the gods, and Calvin to the existence of one 
God, their starting position and ultimate conclusions are convergent. 
Furthermore, both Cicero and Calvin conclude that a natural know¬ 
ledge of God includes not merely the fact of the existence of God, but 
also certain (admittedly limited) insights into the nature of God. For 
Cicero, such insights include the immortality and blessedness of the 
gods: “Quae enim nobis natura informationem ipsorum deorum dedit, eadem 
insculpsit in mentibus at eos aeternos et beatos haberemus.” U{) Calvin’s ana¬ 
lysis of the natural experience of God proceeds along similar lines, 
allowing him to deduce that God is both omnipotent and eternal. 1 ’ 1 
Although Calvin might appear to derive such insights primarily on the 
basis of scriptural texts, a closer examination of his argument indicates 
that he formally establishes two essentially independent and distinct, 
although convergent, routes by which these insights may derived — 
Scripture and experience. Both Cicero and Calvin are further agreed, 
however, that humanity’s natural knowledge of God is fragmentary 
and at times contradictory, and thus leads only to relatively certain 
statements concerning the nature of God. It is at this point that the 
radical differences between Cicero and Calvin — and the reasons why 
the latter chose to criticize the former — become evident. 

For Cicero, the fact that humanity possesses inconclusive, fragment¬ 
ary, and inconsistent knowledge of God is to be regarded as a liability, 
calling into question the basis of his theological statements. For Calvin, 
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this fact is a distinct advantage, as it points to the fundamental principle 
that humanity requires a more reliable source for such knowledge. In 
effect, Calvin exploits the inadequacy of natural revelation by pointing 
to the inherently more reliable statements concerning God made by 
Scripture itself The sensns divinitatis known to humanity is shown to be 
consistent with what is found in Scripture — and the scriptural statements 
concerning the nature and identity of God are shown to correspond to, 
but to far surpass in reliability, consistency, and certainty, those that 
may be had from nature. 132 Calvin’s purpose in engaging in dialog with 
Cicero at the opening of the 1559 Institutio is too easily overlooked, in 
that it indicates both the manner in which Calvin’s humanism is made 
subservient to his evangelicalism, and also the significance that Calvin 
attaches to a direct engagement with the classical tradition, in that this 
permits him an indirect engagement with the humanist tradition itself. 
For Calvin, the wisdom of the ancient classical tradition concerning the 
knowledge of God, to which humanism made its appeal, may be seen 
at its best in Cicero — and that knowledge is shown to be fragmentary 
and lacking in certainty. It is, however, consistent with what may be 
known of God the creator from Scripture, which establishes substan¬ 
tially the same truths in a more certain manner, in addition to revealing 
an aspect of the knowledge of God of which nature knows nothing - 
the cognitio Dei redemptoris . 133 In this way, Calvin is able to demonstrate 
the inherent harmony of the classical tradition and Christianity, while 
at the same time indicating the superiority of the latter over the former, 
and laying the foundation for his theologia verbi divini. For Calvin, 
classical wisdom has its proper place within the parameters of a Chris¬ 
tian theology, in that it demonstrates the necessity of, and partially 
verifies the substance of, divine revelation. 

A second aspect of Calvin’s theology in which an unequivocal diver¬ 
gence from the humanist tradition (especially Erasmianism) may be 
detected is his theology of justification. Following the Reformed tradi¬ 
tion, Calvin accords the doctrine no place of special importance and it 
is clear that he, like other early Reformed theologians, was not con¬ 
cerned with the existential aspects of the doctrine that had so preoccu¬ 
pied Luther before him. In this respect, there is a certain degree of 
continuity between Calvin, the earlier Reformed tradition, and Erasmian 
humanism. Erasmus and Bucer developed an essentially moral theology 
of justification that is Christocentric in the sense that it embodies the 
principle of imitatio Christi ; Calvin developed a doctrine of justification 
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that is Christocentric in the sense that fundamental change in the 
believer is understood to arise through the insitio in Christum. 134 Whereas 
both Erasmus and Bucer tend to make justification dependent upon 
imitatio Christi , Calvin understands both justification and sanctification 
to be the consequences of a foundational insitio in Christum. In this 
way, Calvin is able to avoid making justification contingent upon prior 
human ethical regeneration, while simultaneously maintaining a Christo- 
logically orientated theology of justification. 

If Calvin’s criticism of the classical tradition (here exemplified by 
Cicero) and Erasmian moralism represents one aspect of his relationship 
with humanism, his literary, philological, and textual tools represent 
another, considerably more positive, aspect of that relationship. Of 
particular importance is Calvin’s exploitation of the classical rhetorical 
tradition as a vehicle — in both his sermons and the Institutio — for his 
theology. 135 Although it is not clear whether Calvin subordinates theo¬ 
logy to rhetoric, as does Melanchthon (see below), it is certainly true 
that rhetoric influences the manner in which Calvin articulates his 
theological convictions. 1 


Humanism and the Origins of the 
Lutheran Church 

The origins of the Lutheran Reformation are quite distinct from those 
of its Reformed counterpart. Whereas the Reformed theology origin¬ 
ated in humanist circles, and developed in the cities of Switzerland and 
the Rhineland, Lutheranism originated, and initially developed, within 
the theological faculty of an obscure German university. Furthermore, 
whereas Reformed theology owed its origins to a group of thinkers, 
who interacted with each other to at least some extent, and underwent 
considerable development during its initial period, Lutheranism was 
shaped to a remarkable extent by the personal theological insights of a 
single individual — Martin Luther. 

It is clear that Luther regarded the humanist movement as having 
placed at his disposal the textual and philological techniques neces¬ 
sary for his program of theological reform. Fundamental to Luther’s 
reforming vocation was the conviction that the aspect of the Christian 
church requiring reform was not its morals, but its theology. 137 For 
Luther, the possibility of reforming the theology of the church through 
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the new techniques of “sacred philology,” pioneered by Valla in the 
Quattrocento , was nothing less than providential, allowing him access to 
die Sprachen through which a program of reform might be developed. 138 
Whatever disagreements Luther might have with Erasmus, he was ini¬ 
tially unhesitant in recognizing the importance of the latter’s textual 
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and philological achievements in relation to the New Testament. 
Luther’s knowledge of the Hebrew language was the result of the 
humanist enterprise to increase familiarity with the languages and texts 
of the classical period, as were the editions of Augustine and other 
fathers that he employed in the course of his theological reflections. 
The texts — Scripture and the fathers in their original languages — on 
which Luther’s reformation at Wittenberg would ultimately depend 
were only available through the activity of humanist editors and pub¬ 
lishers, such as Erasmus and the brothers Amerbach. In this sense, 
Luther’s debt to humanism was considerable. Events within the 
Wittenberg theological faculty in the first two decades of its existence, 
particularly the years 1516—19, will be considered to illustrate this 
point. 

Although the personal influence of Christoph Scheurl upon the 
development of the university curriculum at Wittenberg in the open¬ 
ing years of the first decade of the sixteenth century should not be 
overlooked, 14 " it seems that the driving force behind the introduction 
of what many regarded as a “humanist” curriculum came from the 
faculty of theology in the years 1517—19. It is, however, clear that the 
motivation underlying the reform of the theological curriculum owed 
little to the spirit of humanism, even though many humanists failed to 
appreciate this - once more, it is necessary to draw attention to the 
“productive misunderstanding” of the Reformers’ theological program 
on the part of most humanists. The emergence of the vera theologia 
within the theological faculty at Wittenberg necessitated direct engage¬ 
ment with the original text of Scripture and of Augustine and thus led 
to the espousal of a program that appeared to coincide with that of 
the humanists. 

The origins of this program may be traced to the autumn of 1516. 
On September 25, 1516, Luther presided over an academic disputation 
on the occasion of the promotion of Bartholomaus Feldkirchen to 
the degree of Bachelor of Divinity. Feldkirchen was Luther’s protege, 
and it is generally considered that the theses he chose to defend on this 
occasion had been drawn up by Luther himself. 141 In the course of this 
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disputation, Feldkirchen argued that the treatise de vera et falsa poenitentia , 
hitherto generally regarded as an authentically Augustinian text, should 
not be ascribed to Augustine at all, and supported this assertion by 
arguing that Augustine taught that humanity could not fulfill the com¬ 
mandments of God through its own reason and strength. 142 These 
assertions outraged Andreas Karlstadt (the dean of the Faculty of 
Theology at Wittenberg), who insisted that both Augustine and the 
scholastic theologians had been seriously misrepresented during the 
course of the debate. 143 Luther then proceeded to challenge Karlstadt to 
confirm his assertions, a challenge that Karlstadt had little option but 
to accept. 144 Unfortunately, Karlstadt did not have access to a reliable 
published edition of Augustine, and was thus obliged to travel to the 
Leipzig book fair on January 13, 1517 — some four months after 
the disputation — to purchase one. Significantly, Karlstadt, like most 
theologians of the early sixteenth century, was obliged to read his 
Augustine at second hand, in the form of collections of '‘sentences” 
extracted from his works, or references made to him in the writings of 
other theologians (such as those of Thomas Aquinas or Duns Scotus, 
with whose writings contemporary records indicate he was well 
acquainted). 145 As chapter 6 will indicate, the chief difficulty associated 
with this second-hand encounter with Augustine arises from the inter¬ 
pretation placed upon the Augustinian “sentence” by the secondary 
source: by isolating a sentence from its original context, for example, 
a serious misunderstanding of its meaning could result. Equally, any 
significant degree of selectivity on the part of the secondary source 
could lead to a distorted impression of Augustine’s views, through the 
suppression of sentences in which different views are expressed or 
existing views modified or qualified. Karlstadt thus exemplifies the 
common problem encountered by medieval theologians in relation to 
their sources: Augustine tended to be known at second hand, through 
intermediaries of indeterminate reliability, with no real possibility of 
verifying the interpretation placed upon him by the secondary source. 

Having purchased an edition of Augustine at Leipzig, Karlstadt pro¬ 
ceeded to scour it for texts that he could cite against Luther. By April 
1517, it is clear that Karlstadt had decided that Luther was basically 
right in his interpretation of Augustine. Swallowing his pride, he con¬ 
ceded his error and sought to prevent anyone repeating it. Toward this 
end, he published 151 theses defending an Augustinian theology over 
and against that of his former scholastic mentors, particularly Johannes 
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Capreolus. 146 In these theses, Karlstadt affirmed the supreme authority 
of Scripture, and a derivative authority of the fathers, particularly Augus¬ 
tine. In many ways, this may be seen as a humanist program, in that 
it was concerned with the integrity of texts and the establishment of 
reliable criteria for textual analysis. Indeed, there are excellent reasons 
for suggesting that at this early stage, Karlstadt saw himself developing 
a theological program similar to that already associated with Erasmus. 147 
Yet the theological implications of this development went beyond 
textual issues. If Augustine did not say what Karlstadt had once 
believed him to say, there was a need to revise the received theology 
on the basis of this insight. Karlstadt’s textual embarrassment was now 
converted into a program of theological reform at the University of 
Wittenberg. 

On May 18, 1517, in the aftermath of the publication of Karlstadt’s 
theses, Luther wrote in near ecstasy to his humanist colleague Johannes 
Lang concerning the changes that were taking place at Wittenberg: 
“Theologia nostra et S. Augustinus prospere procedunt . . . Aristoteles descendit 
paulatim.” 148 The vera theologia now gaining the ascendancy was that of 
the Bible and Augustine, and the rival theology, based upon Peter 
Lombard’s Sentences and Aristotle, was in irreversible decline. Similarly, 
in the course of his lectures of 1517-18 on Augustine’s work de spiritu 
et litera , Karlstadt pointed out to his students how they now had direct 
access to the text of the Bible and the fathers, and were no longer 
obliged to depend upon the scholastics for their theology. 149 In every 
respect, the theology faculty at Wittenberg appeared to be committed 
to a program of theological education that exactly paralleled that of the 
humanists — a point that was not lost on those humanists with whom 
Luther and Karlstadt corresponded (such as Christoph Scheurl, Johannes 
Lang, and Georg Spalatin). 

This impression was confirmed through the revisions proposed to 
the theological curriculum at Wittenberg in March 1518. lD(l According 
to Luther, the proposals included the regular teaching of the three 
sacred languages (Hebrew, Greek, and Latin), and lectures on Quintillian 
(whose educational theories so excited the humanists), and the aboli¬ 
tion of lectures on aspects of medieval logic, including Aristotle. The 
position of lecturer in Hebrew attracted considerable attention from 
humanists — among those short-listed for the post was Johannes 
Oecolampadius, then still a humanist, and associated with the circle 
around Christoph Scheurl. It was the need for a lecturer in Greek that 
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attracted perhaps the most significant humanist to Wittenberg — Philip 
Melanchthon. 151 

By the time of the Leipzig Disputation of 1519, it was clear that the 
Wittenberg theological faculty as a whole was identified with a pro¬ 
gram of theological reform that generated considerable excitement within 
humanist circles, and apprehension in more traditional ecclesiastical 
circles. 152 Although Luther’s posting of the Ninety-Five Theses on 
October 31, 1517, 153 and the Heidelberg Disputation of April 1518, 
singled him out as the most significant agitator within the faculty, it is 
clear that the faculty as a whole was prepared to identify itself with his 
actions. 154 Writing to Spalatin on October 14, 1518, Luther admitted 
how his actions had placed Karlstadt, the theological faculty, and the 
university itself at risk. 

The role of Karlstadt in pioneering the program of reform is all 
too easily overlooked. Thus it was Karlstadt, not Luther, who was 
initially challenged to public debate by Eck, leading eventually to the 
Leipzig Disputation of 1519. It was Karlstadt, as well as Luther, who 
was subsequently excommunicated in the papal bull of October 1520. 
Nevertheless, the high standard of Luther’s debating skills at Leipzig, 
together with the positions that he defended against Eck, served to 
concentrate the attention of the outside world onto the Saxon re¬ 
former, rather than his more senior (albeit considerably less charismatic) 
colleague - despite the fact that Karlstad had gained wide recognition 
as a humanist through his support for Reuchlin during the darker 
moments of that notorious controversy. 15n Moreover, it was in the 
aftermath of the Leipzig Disputation that humanism played its most 
significant role in furthering the ends of the Lutheran Reformation. 

Before 1519, the reforming program at Wittenberg had attracted 
little attention, except from those humanists who had personal asso¬ 
ciations with Wittenberg or members of its theological faculty. The 
posting of the Ninety-Five Theses attracted considerable sympathy 
toward Luther from those (not necessarily humanists) hostile toward 
the indulgence traffic, and the Heidelberg Disputation served to 
identify (mistakenly, as it happened) Luther as an outspoken Erasmian 
through the correspondence of Martin Bucer with Beatus Rhenanus: 
“a/m Erasmo illi conveniunt omnia, quin uno hoc praestare videtu quod quae 
Hie duntaxat insinuat, hie [Luther] aperte docet et libere.” The Leipzig 
Disputation of 1519, however, marks a turning point in the history 
of the Reformation, in that what had previously been a somewhat 
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arcane academic debate exploded into a cause celebre throughout west¬ 
ern Europe. 

The agency that catalyzed this explosion was the humanist move¬ 
ment, which saw in Luther a representative of the “new learning” 
engaged in a serious and potentially pivotal conflict with the old order 
of authoritarian scholasticism. Humanist sodalities were responsible for 
turning an essentially private academic debate into a public (indeed, 
cosmopolitan) political and religious controversy. Through a “product¬ 
ive misunderstanding,” Luther was hailed as the champion of the values 
of the “new learning,” and came to serve as the focal point of a debate 
similar to that which had surrounded the person of Johannes Reuchlin 
a decade earlier. By this time, however the humanist movement was 
considerably stronger and more influential, and Luther soon found 
himself with supporters in humanist circles in Augsburg, Erfurt, 
Heidelberg, Leipzig, Nuremberg, Schlettstadt, and Strasbourg. 136 Never¬ 
theless, that support appeared to rest upon the mistaken supposition 
that Luther and Erasmus were engaged upon a common program, with 
shared goals and assumptions - a supposition that clearly underlies 
Albrecht Diirer’s suggestion (1521) that Erasmus should assume the 
leadership of the Wittenberg Reformation in place of Luther, who had 
by then been incarcerated. 137 

Nevertheless, despite the clear affinities between the theological pro¬ 
gram adopted by the Wittenberg faculty in 1518 and humanist ideals, 
these affinities served to mask the crucial differences between the vera 
theologia and the philosophia Christi. The Wittenberg faculty were con¬ 
cerned with the articulation of a reforming theology that differed from 
that of scholasticism in terms of its content, rather than its form. 
Scripture and the fathers, particularly Augustine, were studied in order 
to establish the content of this vera theologia. The emphasis upon Augus¬ 
tine was the consequence of the theological judgment (unacceptable to 
most humanists, who tended to apply the criterion of eloquentia) that 
he represented the most reliable of the fathers, and led to an anthro¬ 
pological pessimism (particularly evident in the writings of Luther) that 
sharply contrasted with the optimism of Erasmus. The controversy 
between Luther and Erasmus of 1524—5 over the freedom of the will is 
already prefigured in their differing attitudes toward theological sources 
in the period 1515—19. 

Furthermore, the hermeneutical principles applied to Scripture by 
both Luther and Karlstadt differed considerably from those of Erasmus, 
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as will become clear in a later chapter. Although both the humanists 
and the Wittenberg Reformers appeared to many to be committed to 
a similar program in the period 1515—19, radical differences lay beneath 
superficial similarities. Luther and his supporters appear to have ex¬ 
ploited both the humanist movement and individual humanists in their 
struggle for the reformation of the doctrine of the church, both through 
the acquisition of the necessary textual and philological tools, and by 
gaining political support at a critical juncture in the development of 
the movement. Without humanism, there would have been no Refor¬ 
mation - because the Reformers needed the scholarly and political 
support of humanism until the movement had developed sufficiently 
to take care of itself. 138 

Confusion has arisen as to the influence of humanism upon the 
origins of Luther’s distinctive reforming theology through mislead¬ 
ing definitions of the term “humanism.” This chapter has sought to 
emphasize that humanism is not to be identified with the views and 
preoccupations of Erasmus of Rotterdam, nor with a specific network 
of philosophical, anthropological, or theological doctrines - such as 
a specific doctrine of grace. Kristeller’s broad definition of humanism 
in terms of its programmatic appeal adfontes , alluded to earlier, unques¬ 
tionably permits Luther to be regarded as a biblical humanist, similar in 
this respect to his Erfurt teacher Nikolaus Marschalk. Nevertheless, 
Luther’s use of humanist textual tools in his early biblical exegesis 
(1513-16) must not be allowed to obscure the fact that the hermeneutical 
principles that Luther brings to bear upon his text appear to owe more 
to scholasticism than to humanism — as we shall see later — nor the 
uncomfortable fact that Luther appears to employ such methods to 
engage in a constructive, if ultimately highly critical, dialog with the 
theology of the via moderna. Even after his theological breakthrough 
(assuming this may be dated in 1515), Luther continued to employ 
both the theological framework and vocabulary of the via moderna. 
Luther was an outsider to humanist circles at this stage; he may have 
drawn on resources that they made available, but he was not seen as 
a member of their international respuhlica litteraria , or its more local 
embodiments, such as the sodalitas litteraria Rhenana , 159 

Luther’s correspondence with humanists before 1517 was limited to 
a few individuals (such as Scheurl), and the initiative in this corres¬ 
pondence generally appears to have been taken by the humanists, 
rather than by Luther himself, suggesting that Luther did not regard 
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humanism as an important aspect of his theological method. Although 
Luther appears to have appreciated the importance of rhetorical theory 
in relation to the theology of the “Word of God,” the correspondence 
between the humanist analysis of the transrational power of human 
speech and Luther’s concept of the “Word of God” is at best remote. 

Perhaps most significant of all the considerations to be taken into 
account in evaluating the influence of humanism upon the origins of 
Luther’s theology, however, is the role of humanism in relation to Inis 
theological preoccupation with the question of justification, particu¬ 
larly the question of what iustitia is required of humanity coram Deo. As 
the following chapter will indicate, the evidence for any decisive influ¬ 
ence of humanism in this crucial matter is conspicuously absent, in that 
Luther’s theological breakthrough appears to rest on the application of 
an essentially scholastic hermeneutical scheme to the texts under con¬ 
sideration. Although the relationship between the origins of Luther’s 
personal theological insights and the origins of the Reformation is far 
too complex to permit their identification, it is clear that humanism 
was merely one of several elements that contributed to shaping the 
origins of the Lutheran Reformation in the period 1513—19. Luther’s 
reformation was unquestionably catalyzed by humanist tools and methods 
- but the origins of the distinctive ideas underlying it appear ultimately 
to lie elsewhere. 

Although it is possible that humanism exercised a less than decisive 
impact upon the origins of Lutheran theology, it is clear that its influ¬ 
ence over the propagation of that theology was considerable. Human¬ 
ist and Reformer alike appreciated the importance of rhetoric and 
pedagogy (particularly the educational theories of Quintillian) 160 in the 
propagation of the ideas of the Lutheran Reformation. This can be 
seen particularly clearly in the way in which the specific doctrines of 
the Lutheran reformation were systematized and disseminated. The first 
work of systematic theology to emerge from the Lutheran Reforma¬ 
tion was Melanchthon’s Loci Communes of 1521. This work clearly 
betrays the influence of the classical rhetorical tradition, much appreci¬ 
ated by the humanists, particularly in terms of the organization of its 
material. 161 Melanchthon adopts the principle that theology may be 
organized around a single central doctrine, which effectively provides 
the key to Scripture. That key, according to Melanchthon, is not the 
Erasmian imitatio Christi , but Luther’s doctrine of justification sola fide. 
The rhetorical origins of Melanchthon’s Loci are evident in his 1519 
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treatise on rhetoric, 162 in which he makes reference to the principle of 
the locus didacticus. Although the topical method of expounding theo¬ 
logy appears to have been particularly effective in the first phase of 
the Reformation, 16 ' it increasingly became recognized as a hindrance 
to systematic theological exposition. Indeed, it is possible to argue that 
the weakness of Lutheran theology in the period 1540-75, particularly 
when viewed in relation to contemporary Reformed theology, lay 
precisely in the method of organization bequeathed to Lutheranism by 
Melanchthon. As the range of topoi or loci increased, not least through 
the rise of controversy between the evangelical factions, Melanchthon’s 
initially elegant system became increasingly cumbersome, incapable of 
coping with the considerable pedagogical pressure that came to be 
placed upon it. 

On the basis of the considerations noted in this chapter, it will be 
clear that the relationship between humanism and the origins of the 
Reformation is complex, reflecting the heterogeneity of both the 
early Reforming movement and of humanism itself. It is a truism that 
humanism was a contributing factor to the Reformation. In that the 
Reformers were dependent upon reliable texts of the Bible and the 
fathers, the philological and literary techniques to analyze them, and 
political support when the occasion demanded it, they were clearly 
reliant upon the humanist movement. That does not, however, permit 
us to conclude that humanism was the cause of the Reformation, 
although it was unquestionably an essential catalyst. Although there 
is some value in provisionally designating the Reformers as “biblical 
humanists,” the tension between humanist and Reformer concerning 
both the perceived status of Scripture and the spirit in which it should 
be approached should be noted. While generalizations are notoriously 
unreliable, particularly in so complex a field, it seems that the essential 
continuity between humanist and Reformer in relation to Scripture 
concerns the fields of textual and philological inquiry, with a potential 
discontinuity in relation to the hermeneutical principles employed in 
its interpretation. So important are these matters that they must be 
pursued in later chapters, to which this discussion must be regarded 
as an introduction. Our attention must first turn to the other late 
medieval intellectual movement that had considerable influence over 
the Reformation — scholastic theology. 
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The importance of scholastic theology to the intellectual origins of the 
Reformation is undisputed. It has been known for some time that 
Luther’s theological formation can only be understood as a process of 
development within the contours of scholastic theology, initially lead¬ 
ing to the formulation of a different style of scholastic theology, before 
finally the old wineskins proved incapable of holding Luther’s powerful 
new wine. As will become clear in this chapter, recent research has 
drawn attention to Zwingli’s early interest in Scotism, raising new 
possibilities of patterns of intellectual dependencies that earlier genera¬ 
tions had overlooked. Yet the suggestion that the ideas of leading 
Reformers may owe their intellectual origins to scholasticism, to how¬ 
ever limited an extent, is regarded with suspicion in many quarters, not 
least within Protestant theological circles. 1 

The multifaceted character of late medieval theology is well illus¬ 
trated in the unedifying exchange of views between Philip Melanchthon 
and the theologians of the Sorbonne in 1521, in the course of which at 
least eight theological schools were identified: Albertistae (following 
Albertus Magnus), Egidistae (following Giles of Rome), Thomistae (fol¬ 
lowing Thomas Aquinas), Scotistae (following Duns Scotus), Scotellistae 
(following Peter of Aquila), Modernistae and Occamistae (following William 
of Ockham), and Gregoriistae (following Gregory of Rimini). 2 The 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries witnessed the origins and subsequent 
consolidation of a radical new intellectual movement, initially associated 
with William of Ockham, which was destined to exercise considerable 
influence over the faculties of arts in many late medieval universities. 
In that many of the Reformers (particularly those within the Wittenberg 
theological faculty in the period 1506—19) were deeply influenced by 
late medieval theological currents, an analysis of the intellectual origins 
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of the Reformation must include an evaluation of the possible influence 
of such currents upon the evolution of the new reforming theologies. 
This movement is still frequently referred to as “nominalism,” despite 
the potentially misleading nature of the term. 3 In view of the considerable 
influence that this movement is now known to have exercised over the 
intellectual origins of the Reformation, it is necessary to examine it in 
some detail, and distinguish the various elements of this complex late 
medieval intellectual movement. The problem of defining the movement 
will serve as a starting point. 


Nominalism: The Problem of Definition 

The previous chapter considered the difficulties associated with the 
definition of the term “humanism,” and noted how P. O. Kristeller’s 
understanding of the term as a broad cultural and educational move¬ 
ment permitted what had appeared to be an increasingly unusable 
concept (given the intense scholarly activity in the field, which ex¬ 
posed its multifaceted nature) to be retained by historians. 4 In the past 
half-century, extensive research into the logical, epistemological, and 
theological views of writers traditionally designated as “nominalists” 
has revealed a similar picture: there appears to be little in common 
between the figures in question, other than a rejection of realism. 
Increasingly, the scholarly discussion of the matter has come to accept 
that viable definitions of types of scholasticism focus on issues of philo¬ 
sophical and theological method rather than philosophical or theological 
content . 5 Whereas the term “humanism” has been retained in the schol¬ 
arly literature, however, there is an increasing recognition that the term 
“nominalism” must be abandoned, in that it appears to be an ultimately 
incoherent — and hence unusable — historical concept. The question of 
what replaces it is thus of no small importance. 

The origins of late medieval “nominalism” were once held to lie in 
the logical terminism of twelfth-century figures such as Roscelin or 
Peter Abelard, according to which universals were concepts created by 
the mind without extramental referents, and hence did not possess 
any significance as descriptions of external reality. It was held that 
fourteenth-century figures such as William of Ockham and Gregory of 
Rimini developed this implicit atomism to the point where the onto¬ 
logical synthesis of High Scholasticism, associated with Albertus Magnus 
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and Thomas Aquinas, was destroyed. 0 This view has been subjected to 
considerable criticism in recent years, with particular attention being 
paid to the relation between the “nominalism” of Abelard and Ockham. 

In a seminal essay of 1930, 7 Paul Vignaux argued that the correct 
meaning of the term could only be ascertained by identifying the 
differentiae between the two thinkers: this approach is now being 
increasingly recognized as fruitful. Jean Jolivet and Martin Tweedale 
were able to demonstrate the radically different intellectual environ¬ 
ments in which Abelard and Ockham developed their theories of the 
relation of thought, language, and entities, and to indicate that Ockham’s 
“nominalism” was quite distinct from that of Abelard. 8 It is certainly 
true that Ockham is a “nominalist” if either or both of the following 
features are regarded as determinative: (1) if an epistemological criterion 
is applied, by which a universal concept is established on the basis of 
individual entities, and (at least to some extent) describes them; (2) if 
an ontological criterion is applied, by which universal concepts are 
understood to signify extramental referents, without implying that they 
are in themselves extramental. But this does not mean that Ockham 
regards universals as figments of an overactive human imagination. 9 It is 
this aspect of Ockham’s thought that has forced upon his interpreters 
the necessity of finding an alternative designation for his epistemology 
and logic. Perhaps the most satisfactory alternative to “nominalism” to 
date is “realistic conceptualism.” 10 

Ockham appears to have been the first thinker to explore systemat¬ 
ically the discrepancy between the conceptual and the ontological, 
while at the same time recognizing their interdependence. He neither 
eliminates universals, nor does he accept the independent reality of 
universals. Thus propositions containing universal tenns (such as “white”) 
may be regarded as legitimate inferences based upon the experience 
of individual extramental entities. The perception that the universal 
quality “white” is similar in two distinct individual extramental entities 
is not to be regarded as a purely intramental construction. Ockham 
thus appears to succeed in safeguarding concepts from being relegated 
to the status of purely internal mental constructs. 11 Indeed, it may be 
suggested that he was the first to combine an epistemology based upon 
the primacy of individual cognition with an individual ontology that 
had no place for anything within or beyond the individual that was 
not itself individual — and in this way is able to avoid the difficulty of 
seeming to subordinate ontology (being) to epistemology (concepts). 12 
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This (admittedly difficult) point is of considerable importance in 
relation to the general view of nominalism adopted by an earlier gen¬ 
eration of scholars, in that it calls into question whether Ockham is a 
“nominalist” in any meaningful or coherent sense of the term. 13 It is 
therefore significant that the term “nominalist” appears to have ceased 
to be used during the thirteenth century, and was only reintroduced in 
the fifteenth century to refer to a specific way of teaching logic. 14 The 
use of the term “nominalist” in connection with the teaching of William 
of Ockham is thus an anachronism. 

Detailed investigation of the reception of Ockham’s thought in the 
period 1320-50 has also raised serious doubts concerning the coher¬ 
ence of “nominalism.” Thus most late thirteenth-century and early 
fourteenth-century thinkers regarded the species in medio as essential, in 
that cognition was understood to involve an abstraction from sense 
experience. Ockham’s radical contribution to this debate was to deny 
the necessity of such a species. 15 Ockham’s view, far from being readily 
received by the Oxford circle associated with him, was subjected to 
sustained criticism by figures such as John of Reading, Walter Chatton, 
Robert Holcot, William Crathorn, and Adam Wodeham. 16 On the 
basis of this striking observation, it may reasonably be concluded that, 
“in epistemology at any rate, there seems at Oxford to have been no 
school of Ockhamistae .” 17 

A similar divergence is evident within the so-called “nominalist 
school” in relation to the question of the nature of the object of 
knowledge. For Ockham, the object of knowledge was the proposition 
— or more accurately, the conclusion of a demonstration. In rejecting 
this view, Walter Chatton argued that the object of knowledge was 
actually the thing to which the proposition itself referred. By 1330, 
Willian Crathorn had revised this view: the object of knowledge was 
the entire significate of the proposition (usually known as the complexe 
significabile). lH This idea was developed, with important argumentation, 
by Adam Wodeham, under the phrase signified turn totale conclusionis. 19 
The same phrase and argumentation was later adopted by Gregory of 
Rimini at Paris, 20 thus establishing a link between the Parisian and 
Oxford schools. But, as will be evident, the view that finally became 
adopted was not that of Ockham: the central idea of the complexe 
significabile is due to either Crathorn or Wodeham (depending on the 
precise dating of Wodeham’s comments, which may date from earlier 
than 1333), 21 and was articulated in conscious opposition to Ockham. 
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The view that “nominalism” was a radical dwfi-Ockhamist movement, 
perhaps centered upon William of Crathorn, 22 indicates how much the 
traditional view of “nominalism” requires revision. 23 

The serious limitations that are to be placed upon both continuing 
uses of the term “nominalism” may be illustrated from the astonishingly 
diverse theological views associated with writers who are unquestionably 
“nominalist” in their logic and epistemology, such as Robert Holcot, 
Pierre d’Ailly, Gregory of Rimini, and Hugolino of Orvieto. 24 While 
Gregory of Rimini has clearly been influenced by Ockham in relation 
to his epistemology and natural theology, 25 his soteriology diverges 
radically from the earlier writer. It will be obvious that the four theo¬ 
logians just mentioned adopt radically different theologies of justifica¬ 
tion, the first two adopting a theology that approaches (although cannot 
actually be said to constitute) some form of Pelagianism, while the 
latter are among the most ferociously anti-Pelagian theologians known 
in the later medieval period. 26 This point has been something of a crux 
interpretativum for those who wish to maintain the viability of the term 
“nominalism” to designate a particular school of thought in the later 
medieval period. In that Gregory of Rimini unequivocally rejects both 
the Thomist distinctio realis and the Scotist distinctio formalis in favor 
of the complexe significabile , the traditional identification of Gregory as 
the “standard bearer of the nominalists” (antesignanus nominalistarum ) is 
unquestionably correct. Given Gregory’s strongly Augustinian views 
on theological anthropology and the doctrines of predestination, merit, 
and justification, however, which are diametrically opposed to the 
more genial insights of Robert Holcot and Pierre d’Ailly, it became 
necessary for intellectual historians who wished to retain a meaningful 
concept of “nominalism” to find some way of coping with the inco¬ 
herence of the notion that this exposed. The simplest way of dealing 
with this anomaly was to treat Gregory as an example of “nominalistic 
diversity,” 27 and hope that the problem would go away. 

This proved to be a forlorn hope. Studies of the reception of Gregory’s 
ideas made it clear that a wider range of writers drew appreciatively on 
his ideas, including Henry of Langenstein, Hugolino of Orvieto, Marsilius 
of Inghen, Peter of Candia, and Pierre d’Ailly. Although this influence 
was widespread, it appears to have been especially concentrated within 
his own Augustinain Order. As the views of a circle of thinkers based 
on the writings of Gregory (such as Hugolino of Orvieto) came to be 
better understood, it became clear that there appeared to be a distinct, 
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coherent school of thought particularly associated with the Augustinian 
Order, which generally adopted a strongly “nominalist” theory of signi¬ 
fication, yet whose theology of grace was diametrically opposed to that 
of Holcot, d’Ailly, or Biel. Furthermore, it became clear that even 
the older Luther regarded himself as a “nominalist.” In a remarkable 
fragment of his Table-Talk , Luther discussed the difference between 
“terminism” and “realism,” correctly identifying the latter as including 
Albertists, Thomists, and Scotists (in other words the via antiqua ), and 
the former Ockhamists. According to Luther, the Ockhamists argued 
that the term humanitas named all humans individually and did not 
refer to a common humanity, existing in all humanity, as Thomas and 
the older realists maintained. Although Luther appears slightly confused 
over Ockham’s distinction between terminus conceptus and terminus prolatus 
— and we must remember that Luther and his minor Boswells had food 
and drink as well as epistemology to think about — it is clear that he 
appreciated the essential difference between “realism” and “nominal¬ 
ism” (or “terminism”), and wished himself to be regarded as terminista 
modernus , 28 Given Luther’s views on the theology of grace at this junc¬ 
ture, it would be an imprudent scholar who suggested that a “nominal¬ 
ist” epistemology implied a soteriology similar to that of Biel. It is clear 
that a “nominalist” philosophy is devoid of specific soteriological 
connotations. 

There has, therefore, been a growing realization of the independ¬ 
ence of many fourteenth-century figures who were traditionally grouped 
together and designated “nominalists.” Similarly, it is now appreciated 
that there are serious, possibly even insuperable, difficulties attending 
the attempt to speak of “schools” or “traditions” in the fourteenth 
century. Even the modest term “Ockhamist,” once thought to be an 
entirely appropriate designation for thinkers such as Holcot, Wodeham, 
and Crathorn, is now realized to be potentially seriously misleading, 
for reasons such as those we have noted above. This is not to say that 
generalizations cannot be made, for they clearly can; it is simply to 
draw attention to the complexity and diversity of what was once 
thought to be a relatively homogeneous movement, and hence to the 
strength of the case for ceasing to use the term “nominalism.” 

The present chapter is particularly concerned with two late medieval 
theological movements, both of which have been designated as “nom¬ 
inalism” in the past, despite their radical divergence. These are the school 
of thought associated with Pierre d’Ailly and Gabriel Biel, now usually 
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known as the via moderna, and that associated with Gregory of Rimini 
and Hugolino of Orvieto, now usually known as the schola Augustiniana 
moderna. In the following sections, the nature of these movements will 
be considered, before their influence upon the intellectual origins of 
the Reformation is examined in more detail. 


Via Moderna 

In recent years, the late medieval movement traditionally known as 
“nominalism” has been subjected to intense scrutiny, resulting in the 
recognition of its inherent heterogeneity and incoherence. It is cer¬ 
tainly true that the later medieval period witnessed a polarization 
within many university faculties of arts arising from the rival views of 
“realists” and “nominalists”: the testimony of Philip Melanchthon to the 
tensions at Tubingen in the 1510s 29 parallels similar tensions evident 
in fourteenth-century Paris'" and fifteenth-century Heidelberg,' 1 to 
note but two of the better documented instances of the phenomenon. 
Nevertheless, it would be a serious error of historical judgment to sup¬ 
pose that the debate over realism defined the universal horizon of intel¬ 
lectual history throughout the period 1320—1520. There are excellent 
reasons for suggesting that a number of significant factors conspired to 
generate a general trend toward a “nonrealist” epistemology in the later 
medieval period, and that theologians who might otherwise have little 
in common nevertheless shared such epistemological presuppositions, 
precisely because they came to be so widely held. We have already 
noted the radically divergent soteriologies associated with theologians 
who shared a nonrealist epistemology (such as Pierre d'Ailly and Gregory 
of Rimini). 32 Similarly, epistemological divergences between thinkers 
were not a priori grounds for concomitant theological divergence: 
Oberman has helpfully pointed out how Conrad Summenhart (rep¬ 
resenting the via antiqua) and Gabriel Biel (representing the via moderna) 
converge in the field of theological ethics, despite their clear epi¬ 
stemological differences. 33 Although clearly an important aspect of late 
medieval thought, particularly in northern European universities, the 
realist—nominalist debate should not be misunderstood to define a priori 
a parallel dichotomy within the sphere of religious thought. 

A further point that must be borne in mind when assessing the 
character and influence of the via moderna in the late medieval period 
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relates to local heterogeneity within the movement. However much the 
historian may desire to simplify complex situations and depict “nomin¬ 
alism” as an essentially well-defined and relatively homogeneous move¬ 
ment throughout western Europe — thus permitting the generalizations 
upon which so much Reformation historiography is ultimately grounded 
- the evidence suggests that the via moderna actually developed local 
characteristics associated with the intellectual centers at which it was 
based. Although William of Ockham may be credited with the initi¬ 
ation of the movement, its specific local forms at the Universities of 
Oxford, Paris, Heidelberg, and Tubingen were shaped by personalities 
with differing concerns and emphases. At Paris, the movement was 
specifically associated with Jean Buridan and Nicolas Oresme; at 
Heidelberg, with Marsilius of lnghen; at Tubingen with Gabriel Biel 
and Wendelin Steinbach. 34 

Although the movement was often designated as the via nominalium 35 
or via modernorum , 36 it was more frequently known after a prominent 
personality associated with the movement — such as the via Marsiliana at 
Heidelberg (after Marsilius of lnghen) or the via Gregorii at Wittenberg 

o o 

(apparently after Gregory of Rimini) — hence raising the question of 
whether the via referred to is the via moderna as exemplified by or as 
modified by these individuals. Marsilius and Gregory, it need hardly be 
added, had somewhat different interests and methodologies. Despite 
the local variations evident within the via moderna , a number of ele¬ 
ments common to the various late medieval thinkers associated with 
the movement may be identified. Two elements of particular interest 
are the logico-critical tool of the dialectic between the two powers of 
God, and the voluntarism so characteristic of the movement. These 
elements will be considered individually. 

The dialectic between the two powers of God is one of the most 
important, and most frequently misunderstood, theological tools of the 
late medieval period. Through the appeal to this dialectic, the theolo¬ 
gians of both the via moderna and the schola Augustiniana moderna were 
able to eliminate unnecessary theological concepts and hypotheses. In 
effect, this dialectic underlies “Ockham’s Razor”: quia frustra fit per 
plura quod potest equaliter per pauciora. 39 This radical elimination of un¬ 
necessary theologoumena is of considerable importance to the present 
study, in that it indicates a revision of the ontologically inflationary 
theologies of High Scholasticism in favor of a more conceptually eco¬ 
nomical deontological theology. The nature and score of this dialectic 
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should be established first, before further analysis. We have already 
explored some aspects of this matter in chapter 1 (see pp. 20-3); some 
further comments are now appropriate. 

Although the origins of the dialectic between the two powers of 
God is to be sought in the late eleventh or early twelfth centuries, it 
came to be of major importance in the Parisian Averroist controversy 
of the thirteenth century. 40 The basic difficulty facing theologians such 
as Henry of Ghent and Duns Scotus related to the question of how 
God could be said to act reliably without simultaneously implying that 
God acted out of necessity. For the Averroists, the claim that God acted 
reliably was essentially an admission that God’s actions were dictated by 
predictable known external constraints that prevented God from acting 
arbitrarily, hence leading to the conclusion that, if God acted reliably, 
God acted of necessity. The initial difficulty faced by the defenders of 
the divine freedom was that a conceptual framework was not available 
by which God’s reliability might be upheld, without simultaneously 
conceding that God acted through the force of external constraints. 
The dialectic between the two powers of God provided a means of 
avoiding this dilemma. 41 

The essential distinction underlying this dialectic concerns the realms 
of the hypothetical and the actual. In that God is omnipotent, God is able 
to do anything, provided that logical contradiction is not involved. 
The fact that God is unable to construct a circular triangle is thus not 
seen as compromising God’s omnipotence. Out of an initial set of 
possibilities, God was at liberty to actualize any (provided that logical 
contradiction did not ensue). However, God did not actualize each and 
every possibility: only a subset of the initial set of possibilities was 
selected for actualization. A careful distinction must therefore be drawn 
between the subset of actualized possibilities, and the subset of unactual¬ 
ized possibilities which, although hypothetically possible, will never 
now be actualized. In other words, God must be thought of as possess¬ 
ing the ability to do many things that God does not will to do in the 
past, present, or future. God’s freedom in relation to the initial set of 
actualizable possibilities is designated as the sphere of the “absolute 
power ( potentia absoluta ) of God,” whereas the subset of actualized 
possibilities pertains to the “ordained power ( potentia ordinata) of God.” 

The dialectic between these two powers permits both the divine 
reliability and freedom to be upheld. God is free, in that the divine 
selection of initial possibilities de potentia absoluta was uncoerced: in 
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other words, God was not subject to an external constraints in the 
selection of the subset of possibilities to be actualized. Once that subset 
was selected and actualized, however, God was under a self-imposed - 
not externally imposed — obligation to respect the order of actualized 
possibilities that God established. Although God’s freedom is restricted 
in this matter, it is a self-imposed constraint, arising from the establish¬ 
ment of the ordained order: de potentia Dei ordinata , no violation of that 
order is possible. It will therefore be evident that the potentia Dei 
absoluta and potentia Dei ordinata are not two different courses of action 
open to God at any given moment in historical time, the latter being 
the normal or natural mode of action and the former the miraculous or 
supernatural, but rather represent two quite distinct orders of existence. 
God is totally reliable, in that having established the ordained order as 
an act of divine creative will, God remains faithful to that order. To act 
contrary to it would imply a contradiction or incoherence within the 
divine will, which is unthinkable. 42 

Although the dialectic between the two powers of God was employed 
in the thirteenth century to defend the divine freedom, the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries saw the device become a speculative technique 
for the elimination of redundant ontological concepts, or the clarifica¬ 
tion of necessary concepts. The former application of the technique 
can be illustrated by considering the critique of the role of supernatural 
habits in justification, and the latter by the analysis of the nature of the 
incarnation. 

Before the theological renaissance of the late eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, justification tended to be conceived as a personal encounter 
between God and humanity, proceeding without the necessity of cre¬ 
ated intermediates. 43 In the twelfth century, however, one of the most 
significant theologoumena of High Scholasticism began to emerge — 
the idea that, as justification involves an ontological change in humanity, 
an ontological intermediate is required in the process of justification. 
This intermediate was to be identified with the created habit of grace 
or charity. For Peter Aureole, there was an ontologically necessary 
relation between a created habit and justification, so that, ex natura rei , 
such a habit was implicated in the process of the justification of 
humanity. 44 In other words, given the nature of divine justification, 
such a habit is required as a matter of natural necessity, given the 
nature of the entities involved in this process. For Ockham, however, 
the reasoning underlying this assertion was fallacious at a crucial point, 




Late Medieval Theology and the Reformation 


77 


which he exposed through applying the dialectic of the two powers 
of God. 45 

For Ockham, the implication of created habits in justification is not 
a consequence of the nature of the process of justification or the 
ontological identity of the entities involved, but results from a divine 
decision that they shall be thus implicated. To suggest that habits are 
involved in justification as a matter of necessity {ex natura rei) is to 
imply that God was subjected to external constraint in establishing the 
created order, which is unthinkable. De potentia absoluta , God could have 
established an order of being in which created habits are not involved 
in justification, in that there is no logical contradiction involved in this 
suggestion. Ockham exploits the tension between the absolute and 
ordained powers to demonstrate the contingency of the role assigned 
to created habits in justification. The fact that they are involved in the 
established order is thus the result of God's decision that this shall be 
the case. In effect, Ockham works with a concept of covenantal , rather than 
ontological , causality: created habits are involved in the causal sequence 
of justification, not because of the nature of the entities involved {ex 
natura rei), but on account of the divine will {ex pacto divino ). 46 

While Ockham does not deny that created habits are involved in 
justification de facto, he demonstrates that there is no necessary reason 
why they should be. The ontological basis that the High Scholasticism 
of the thirteenth century established for the necessary involvement 
of created habits in justification was thus shown to be inadequate. 
Although is not clear precisely what role the later theologians of the via 
moderna assigned to created habits, it is evident that there was a grow¬ 
ing trend in the later medieval period, particularly within the schola 
Augustiniana moderna, to conceive primarily justification in personal 
or relational terms, and thus avoid the ontological conceptualization of 
the matter so characteristic of the earlier medieval period. As will be 
indicated later in this chapter, the general trend among the Reformers 
to deny an ontological dimension to justification represents a con¬ 
tinuation of this critique of the conceptual foundations of the habitus 
theology. It is of interest to note that the Council of Trent appears to 
have conceded many of the key points of the modern critique of such 
habits in justification, in that the Tridentine decree on justification 
avoids specific mention or discussion of the notion. 

The deontologizing of the justification of humanity is only one 
consequence of the systematic application of the logico-critical tool of 
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the dialectic of the two powers of God. The deontologizing of the 
relation of humanity to God, achieved in this manner, is a general 
feature of the theology of both the via modern a and schola Augustiniana 
moderna. The Scotist emphasis upon the acceptatio divina — understood as 
a direct personal acceptance of the believer by God, irrespective of the 
secondary means by which this end was achieved 47 - was developed 
and consolidated by these theologians of the later medieval period, 
with the result that justification tended to be seen as a personal act of 
divine will, foreshadowing the personalism of the Reformers in this 
respect. If the humanist movement rejected the ontological theology of 
High Scholasticism on account of its conceptual complexity, the theo¬ 
logians of the via moderna were able to eliminate it through demonstrat¬ 
ing its ontological redundancy. 

The theologians of the via moderna developed the concept of the 
reliability of the potentia ordinata with reference to the notion of a 
“covenant” or “contract” ( pactum ) between God and humanity. 48 It is 
this pactum , established unilaterally by God, that constitutes the turning 
point of the doctrines of justification associated with the via moderna. 
God is understood to have determined to reward people who do quod 
in se est (which may here be translated loosely as “doing their best”) 
with the gift of justifying grace. Those who meet the minimal pre¬ 
condition for justification (in other words, those who do quod in se est ) 
will be justified on account of God’s faithfulness to the pactum. This 
cannot be regarded as amounting to God being under an external 
obligation to someone else, or to some abstract and autonomous prin¬ 
ciples independent of God. Rather, the pactum articulates the critical 
notion of divine self-limitation , which is particularly focused on the 
notion of faithfulness to a publicly stated promise - a notion that is of 
no small importance to Luther’s theology in the late 1510s and early 
1520s. 49 

As Robert Holcot thus pointed out, God may therefore be said to 
justify someone who does quod in se est out of necessity, provided that 
this is understood as a “necessity of consequence” ( necessitas consequential) 
rather than an “absolute necessity” ( necessitas absoluta) 7° Similarly, Gabriel 
Biel emphasized that God acted in this manner as a deliberate act of 
will, by which God entered into a personal obligation to humanity 
through the covenant and promised to reward anyone who does quod 
in se est with justifying grace. Although God is under no obligation to 
anyone ex natura rei , such an obligation exists ex pacto suo on account of 
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God’s faithfulness to God’s own decisions, which in turn reflect the 
divine nature itself. 51 Although there is no necessary ontological con¬ 
nection between some doing quod in se est and justification, God has 
ordained that such causal relationship shall exist ex pacto suo. 

It is considerations such as these that suggest that the late medieval 
period witnessed a general transition from ontological to covenantal 
understandings of causality. The relationship between God and human¬ 
ity was now conceived covenantally, permitting an extensive degree of 
correlation with the covenantal language and themes of both the Old 
and New Testaments, 32 rather than ontologically. This final dismantling 
of the ontological framework of the God—human relationship may be 
regarded as the necessary theological prelude to Luther’s “biblical real¬ 
ism,” in that it permitted this relationship to be conceived personally , 
allowing the same realistic imagery of the Old and New Testaments to 
be employed in responsible theological discussion. Thus, for example, 
the concept of “grace” was no longer considered primarily as a created 
intermediate species interposed between humanity and God, but rather 

p" '2 

as an aspect of God’s disposition toward humanity. 

A number of points of importance emerge from this covenantal 
understanding of the God—human relationship. 54 First, the precondi¬ 
tion for justification is essentially the same under both the old and the 
new dispensations. There is no radical dichotomy between the Old and 
New Testaments in this respect: under each, the precondition for 
justification is that someone must do quod in se est , which Biel defines 
as declinare ... a malo etfacere bonum . 55 The consequent “Old Testament 
character” of the ethics of the via moderna has often been noted. 16 
Second, there is a highly significant Christological lacuna in the 
soteriology of the via moderna , in that the salvation of humanity may be 
discussed without necessary reference to the incarnation and death of 
Christ. 57 It is thus significant that the theologians of the via moderna 
tend to refer to Christ as Legislator rather than Salvator . 58 Whatever 
theological shortcomings this covenantal approach to Scripture may 
be deemed to exhibit, the fact remains that the theologians of the via 
moderna were able to exploit the pactum as both a soteriological and 
hermeneutical principle, establishing both the precondition for the 
justification of humanity, and a means of safeguarding the unity of Old 
and New Testaments. 

The importance of this increasingly pervasive covenantal under¬ 
standing of the relation between God and humanity with regard to the 
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intellectual origins of the Reformation will be evident. As we shall see, 
in the case of Luther, we find an understanding of the nature and 
function of the pactum which is at least continuous with, and prob¬ 
ably also identical to, that of the via moderna. Similarly, Zwingli’s Reply 
to Hubmeier of November 5, 1525 develops a strongly covenantal 
theology, laying emphasis upon the soteriological demands made of 
humanity, and the hermeneutical principle of the essential unity of 
both Old and New Testaments, similar to that associated with the via 
moderna. 59 Significantly, the concept of a double covenant between God 
and humanity, so characteristic of later Reformed theology, is not to 
be found in the first phase of the Reformation, which is character¬ 
ized by an approach based upon a single covenant between God and 
humanity, exhibiting compelling parallels with the well-established 
theology of the via moderna. It is not clear whether these parallels are 
purely coincidental, or whether they reflect the direct or indirect influ¬ 
ence (perhaps mediated through Luther?) of the via moderna. That they 
exist, however, is evident. 

The second major development of significance in relation to the 
later medieval period is the rise of voluntarism, which may be illus¬ 
trated with reference to the medieval discussion of merit. 60 The early 
Dominican and Franciscan schools adopted an intellectualist approach to 
the relation of the moral and meritorious realms, recognizing a direct 
correlation between the moral and the meritorious value of an act. The 
divine intellect is here understood to recognize the moral value of a 
human act, and to confer a corresponding meritorious value upon it, 
the transition between the two being effected by grace or charity. The 
use of terms such as aequiparari , associatio , comparabilis , and proportionalis 
in the discussion of this question indicates how initially the meritorious 
value of an act was understood to be directly correlated with its moral 
value: the divine intellect recognizes the latter, and the divine will 
thence effects the former. Thus Thomas Aquinas, who exemplifies this 
intellectualist understanding of the relationship between morality and 
merit, argued that merit is ultimately based upon justice. 61 

The origins of the voluntarist position may be traced back to Duns 
Scotus and William of Ockham, who emphasized the radical discon¬ 
tinuity between the moral and meritorious value of an act, with the 
latter being understood to rest entirely upon an uncoerced decision 
of the divine will. For Scotus, every created offering is worth exact 
what God accepts it for, and no more: “dico, quod affine aliud a Deo ideo 
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est bonum, quia a Deo volitum, et non est converso: sic meritum Hind tan turn 
bonum erat, pro quanta acceptabatur .” 62 The meritorious value of an act 
need therefore bear no direct relation to its moral value, in that the 
ratio meriti is understood to lie in the divine will — more specifically, in 
the extrinsic denomination of the acceptatio divina. While the possibility 
that God may choose to correlate the meritorious with the moral value 
of an act cannot be excluded on a priori grounds, there is no necessary 
relationship between them. 

This voluntarism is developed by William of Ockham, 63 for whom 
the decision as to what may be regarded as meritorious or demeritorious 
lies solely within the orbit of the divine will. Inevitably, this has ex¬ 
posed Ockham to the serious — and apparently irrefutable charge — that 
the relation between the moral and meritorious realm de potentia ordinata 
is ultimately arbitrary. 64 As Gabriel Biel pointed out, however, this 
danger is inevitable, unless God is to be made subject to created prin¬ 
ciples of morality, so that the divine will merely endorses rather than 
effects what is good and right. What is good is what is accepted as such 
by God. 65 The divine will is thus the chief arbiter and principle of 
justice, establishing justice by its decisions, rather than acting according 
to the basis of established justice. Indeed, a study of the meaning of 
iustitia Dei , the “righteousness of God,” according to the theologians 
of the via moderna , indicates the totally arbitrary foundations of the 
concept: the “righteousness of God” is nothing more and nothing less 
than the embodiment of the arbitrary decisions of the divine will. 66 It 
is, nevertheless, important to note that - whatever the ultimate basis of 
divine law may be — it is understood to be a permanent and reliable 
aspect of the potentia ordinata , a fact that Biel underlines through the 
regular usage of such phrases as de facto or stante lege in place of the 
more usual de potentia ordinata. For Biel, the established moral order is 
to be found both in natural law and in the Old Testament law (that is, 
the Decalogue), as it is embodied within, and modified by, the New 
Testament (which Biel tends to treat as law). The voluntarism of the 
via moderna is thus linked to the Old and New Testaments. Further¬ 
more, in that the origins of such views may be traced to Scotus, it is 
possible to argue that a section of the via antiqua , still in the ascendancy 
in certain Swiss and German universities in the early sixteenth century, 
adopted such a stance. The pervasiveness of such a voluntarism, both 
in ethics and theology, suggests an important degree of continuity 
between early Reformed theology and the late medieval tradition, in 
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that the early Reformed theology appears to demonstrate such a 
voluntarism. This point will be illustrated later in this chapter with 
reference to Calvin. 

Our attention is next claimed by a question of great significance for 
Luther scholarship — the question of whether there existed a “medieval 
Augustinian tradition,” either within the Augustinian Order or outside 
of it, and the nature and extent of its influence over the intellectual 
origins of the Reformation. 


Schola Augustiniana Moderna 

The suggestion that there existed in the later Middle Ages a coherent 
school of thought, espousing a theology significantly more “Augus¬ 
tinian” than that of the medieval theological schools as a whole, has 
exercised considerable fascination over generations of Reformation 
scholars. Was the young Luther familiar with such a school? Did his 
decisive theological insights derive from such a source? Were other 
Reformers also influenced in a similar manner? The unavailability of 
the necessary documentary sources until recently, and the concomitant 
absence of any general agreement over precisely what was meant by 
the term “Augustinian,” might be thought to constitute such serious 
difficulties as to cause earlier generation of scholars to proceed with 
some caution in such a problematic area of historical research. In fact, 
however, two remarkably ambitious theories were put forward in the 
earlier part of the twentieth century. 

In 1912, Alphons Victor Muller suggested that Luther was a rep¬ 
resentative of an “Augustinian” school of thought that existed in the 
late medieval period within the Augustinian Order. 67 In many respects, 
Muller’s thesis was both premature and derivative, drawing heavily 
upon the work of Karl Werner, mediated through the writings of 
Carl Stange. 68 This thesis did not stand up to critical investigation, but 
was adopted in a significantly modified form by Eduard Stakemeier. 69 
According to Stakemeier, a coherent theological tradition existed within 
the Augustinian Order in the later medieval period: in this respect, at 
least, Muller was correct. What Muller had failed to demonstrate was 
a plausible connection between such a tradition and the theology of 
Luther. According to Stakemeier, however, it was evident that the 
theologians of the Augustinian Order — particularly the general of the 
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Order, Girolamo Seripando — who were present at the Council of 
Trent’s debates on justification, were heirs to precisely this tradition. 7 " 

This thesis has also not stood up to critical examination. First, Hubert 
Jedin pointed out that Stakemeier had limited himself to the primary 
sources assembled earlier by Muller, rather than developing and ex¬ 
tending this pioneering work. More theologians needed to be studied 
before such an ambitious thesis could be taken seriously. 71 Second, 
it was noted that Stakemeier had not demonstrated textual continuity 
between the Augustinian theologians he had considered. To demon¬ 
strate the influence of theologians upon their successors, extensive 
source-critical work was required, a task impossible at that time (1937) 
through the lack of reliable editions of the necessary works. Finally, 
recent source-critical work has suggested that the evidence for an 
“Augustinian school” at the Council of Trent is unconvincing, and 
that it is no longer possible to speak of such a “school” at Trent in any 
meaningful sense of the word. 72 

The failure of these early studies of the question of the nature and 
characteristics of a putative “medieval Augustinian school” does not, 
however, invalidate subsequent and more informed analysis of the same 
question. In recent years, a significant degree of clarification has been 
achieved with regard to this question, largely through the publication 
of primary sources, which has important consequences for any under¬ 
standing of the intellectual origins of the Reformation. In part, this 
clarification has resulted from an increasing precision in vocabulary, in 
that the term “Augustinian” has been recognized to be multivalent, 73 
and to require strict definition if reliable conclusions are to be drawn 
on its basis. The term “Augustinian,” for the purposes of this section, is 
defined with reference to the Augustinian Order. The critical issue is 
whether there existed a distinctive, well-defined school of theology 
within the Augustinian Order in the late medieval period, irrespective 
of whether the theological characteristics of such a putative school 
correspond to the teachings of Augustine himself or not. 74 It is, of 
course, entirely possible that such a school might have influence out¬ 
side the Augustinian Order — for example, through the teaching activit¬ 
ies of Augustinians such as Gregory of Rimini at Paris and elsewhere. 
Gregory of Rimini was noted for his fastidious use of sources, espe¬ 
cially from Augustine, and was able to attack Peter Aureole for his faulty 
citations and quotations of Augustine at a number of critical junctures. 
Nevertheless, the question of whether such a school existed must be 
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investigated initially through an analysis of the writings of such Augus- 
tinian theologians themselves, and obviously takes precedence over the 
question of its possible influence. Let us therefore begin by considering 
the evidence for the existence of a distinct theological school within 
the Augustinian Order in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 

In a careful study of Augustinian theologians in the fourteenth cen¬ 
tury, Damasus Trapp was able to demonstrate a significant degree of 
textual continuity within the Augustinian Order, essential to the hypo¬ 
thesis of a coherent school of thought within that Order. 75 Thus Giles 
of Rome, the leading thirteenth-century theologian of the Order, is 
cited with sufficient frequency (often being designated doctor noster 
Aegidius) to indicate that he was regarded as a theological authority by 
his followers within the Augustinian Order. Adolar Zumkeller argued 
that the early Augustinian school, sometimes referred to as the schola 
Aegidiana , was characterized by its Aristotelian-Thomist ontological 
foundations, linked with certain distinctive theological elements that 
were unquestionably due to the influence of Augustine himself. 76 As 
examples of such elements, Zumkeller points to the emphasis upon the 
priority of caritas and gratia in justification, both authentic elements 
of Augustine’s theology of justification. 

Although these considerations might be thought to indicate the 
existence of a reasonably coherent theological tradition within the 
Augustinian Order, both Trapp and Zumkeller pointed to factors that 
suggest the existence of two quite distinct traditions within the Order 
in the later medieval period. The polarization resulting within many 
university faculties of arts between the via antiqua and the via moderna in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was noted earlier in this chapter. 
In his study of fourteenth-century Augustinian theologians, Trapp noted 
the emergence of exactly the same polarization within the Augustinian 
Order. Both antiqui and moderni may be discerned within the Order 
during this period, the former characterized by their use of source- 
critical and the latter by logico-critical techniques. Trapp thus argued 
that the development of the medieval Augustinian tradition could be 
broken down into two broad periods. The earlier period of Augustin¬ 
ian theology may be regarded as having been initiated by Giles of 
Rome, including such theologians as Alexander of San Elpido, Robert 
Cowton, and William of Ware, and ending with the fourteenth- 
century theologian Thomas of Strasbourg. In epistemology and related 
matters, these theologians were realists, following the via antiqua. The 
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second period, which may be regarded as having been inaugurated 
by Gregory of Rimini, and continuing into the sixteenth century, is 
characterized at the philosophical level by the “nominalism” of the via 
moderna. On source-critical grounds, there are excellent reasons for 
concluding that the “nominalism” of the later Augustinian tradition 
derives directly from the via moderna. We have already noted, for 
example, the manner in which Gregory of Rimini’s crucial theory of 
the complexe significabile derives from the modernus of Adam Wodeham. 

Once this highly important hypothesis had been set out, evidence 
in its support began to accumulate. It proved possible to clarify still 
further the distinction between the earlier and later schools. Zumkeller 
noted that the elements in the earlier Augustinian tradition that derived 
from Augustine of Hippo himself were intensified in the later period, 
and noted in particular that the Augustinians after Gregory of Rimini 
tended to depend more on Augustine than upon Giles of Rome. In a 
study of the doctrines of justification associated with the medieval 
Augustinian tradition, 77 I argued that the tradition from Giles of Rome 
to Thomas of Strasbourg adopted a theology of justification charac¬ 
teristic of the early Dominican or Franciscan schools, whereas the later 
tradition, from Gregory onwards, tended to follow the later Franciscan 
school and the via moderna f The intrinsicist and ontologically deter¬ 
mined theology of justification associated with the earlier period came 
to be gradually replaced with the extrinsicist and deontologized theo¬ 
logy of the later period. The later Augustinian tradition (exemplified 
by Gregory of Rimini, Hugo lino of Orvieto, and Dionysius ofMontina) 
appropriated a series of theological insights deriving from the via moderna 
— such as an epistemological nominalism, and the speculative tool 
of the dialectic between the two powers of God and the results of its 
application, such as the critique of the role of created habits in justi¬ 
fication. 79 In particular, the later Augustinian tradition followed the via 
moderna in teaching the priority of acts over habits, so that the formal 
cause of both justification and merit came to be increasingly identified 
as the extrinsic denomination of the acceptatio divina , rather than the 
intrinsic denomination of the created habit of grace. 80 Furthermore, it 
was evident that there was a significant degree of textual continuity 
between, for example, Gregory, Hugolino, and Dionysius, indicating 
the development of a coherent theological tradition within the Augus¬ 
tinian Order. For such reasons as these, this school increasingly came to 
be designated the schola Augnstiniana moderna. 




86 


The Intellectual Context 


Although there were considerable parallels between the via moderna 
and schola Angus tini ana moderna , it should be appreciated that there 
were equally great divergences. Above all, the theologians of the schola 
Augustiniana moderna developed a ferociously anti-Pelagian theology 
of grace, including a theology of absolute double predestination, an 
emphasis upon the depravity of humanity, and the necessity of divine 
grace for morally good acts, which is far removed both from the 
soteriology of the via moderna and from the milder theology of the 
earlier Augustinian tradition from Giles of Rome to Thomas of Stras¬ 
bourg. Heiko A. Oberman clarified the manner in which this radical 
Augustinian theology developed in the fourteenth century by demon¬ 
strating that a form of academic Augustinianism developed at both 
Oxford and Paris, practically simultaneously and probably independ¬ 
ent of each other, based upon Augustine’s anti-Pelagian writings. 81 In 
Oxford, the movement was centered upon Thomas Bradwardine, whose 
vigorous critique of Pelagianism De causa Dei appeared in 1344. 82 
Although being forced to respond to theological issues current in the 
fourteenth century, Bradwardine seems determined to apply the earlier 
anti-Pelagian insights of Augustine wherever possible. For Bradwardine, 
Augustine was - like Paul before him — gratiae laudator, gratiae magnificus 
ac strenuus propugnatorf However, Bradwardine supports Inis anti-Pelagian 
theology with a metaphysical doctrine of divine omnipotence quite 
alien to Augustine, with the result that the total soteriological depend¬ 
ence of humanity upon God is seen as a consequence of human 
creatureliness rather than human sinfulness. 84 The Fall is thus not viewed 
as a watershed in the economy of salvation. It is for this reason 
that some have questioned whether Bradwardine may be viewed as 
“Augustinian” in the strict sense of the term, given the pivotal func¬ 
tion of the Fall within Augustine’s theology. It is difficult to assess the 
influence of Bradwardine upon the Reformation: the Hundred Years 
War isolated Oxford as a center of learning from the universities of the 
continent, and Bradwardine, as a secular priest, had no religious order 
to propagate his views. It is possible to argue for some limited influ¬ 
ence of Bradwardine upon the Reformation through Wycliffe, 85 in that 
Luther knew — and approved of — Wycliffe’s assertion (deriving from 
Bradwardine), condemned at the Council of Constance, that “ omnia de 
necessitate absolnta eveniunt .” 86 However, it is the Parisian version of this 
academic Augustinianism, associated with Gregory of Rimini, that has 
attracted most scholarly attention since the twentieth century, and 
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which is of particular relevance in relation to the intellectual origins of 
the Reformation. 

The fundamental difference between Gregory and Bradwardine is 
that the former managed to develop a theological stance similar to that 
embodied in Augustine’s anti-Pelagian corpus within the context of 
the intellectual framework of the via moderna. In other words, Gregory 
follows the via moderna where Bradwardine followed the via anti qua, 
constructing a remarkable synthesis between two positions that at first 
sight might appear to be incompatible. Where Bradwardine’s pre- 
destinarianism is the result of his metaphysical doctrine of divine 
omnipotence, Gregory’s arises through his Christologically concentrated 
concept of salvation history. 87 As a result, Gregory is able to retain 
Augustine’s emphasis upon the Fall as the decisive anthropological 
element in salvation history. It is almost certain that Bradwardine is 
unus modernus doctor singled out for criticism by Gregory on account of 
his un-Augustinian views on the Fall. 88 On the basis of the evidence 
available, it seems that an academic Augustinianism, based upon the 
anti-Pelagian writings of Augustine, linked to a conceptual framework 
essentially that of the via moderna , came to be transmitted within the 
Augustinian Order in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, 
corresponding with the later Augustinian tradition identified by 
Trapp. 89 

The evidence points to at least a tradition, and probably a school, 9 " 
of thought within the Augustinian Order in the later medieval period, 
deriving from Gregory of Rimini, although the precise nature and 
extent of its influence within and outside that Order remains unclear. 
It will also be clear why an earlier generation of scholars found them¬ 
selves so confused by the characteristics of this school, and unable to 
distinguish it from the via moderna. The schola Augustiniana moderna — as 
this Gregorian tradition is generally known — adopted not merely the 
epistemology (that is, “nominalism”) of the via moderna , but also certain 
characteristic aspects of the soteriology of that movement. These ele¬ 
ments included the use of the dialectic between the two powers of 
God to demonstrate the secondary and contingent role of created 
habits, and the emphasis upon the extrinsic denomination of the acceptatio 
divina in justification. Yet, despite this remarkable convergence with 
the via moderna , the radically theocentric theology of Augustine’s anti- 
Pelagian writings dominates the soteriology of the schola Augustiniana 
moderna, and distinguishes it from that of the via moderna. 
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This complex pattern of simultaneous convergence with and diver¬ 
gence from the via moderna highlights the inadequacy of the terms 
“nominalist” and “Augustinian” to designate these two rival schools of 
thought of the later medieval period. Not only did many “Augustin¬ 
ian” theologians adopt a “nominalist” epistemology, they also incorpor¬ 
ated important elements of “nominalist” theories of justification into 
their own doctrines. It is precisely this variation between individual 
Augustinian theologians in respect of the extent to which they adopted 
elements of “nominalism” that has caused so much of the confusion 
currently surrounding the characteristics of a putative “Augustinian” 
school of theology at the time. 

Furthermore, this intellectual traffic may have been two-way, rather 
than unidirectional: there are reasons for supposing that certain theolo¬ 
gians of the via moderna , such as Pierre d’Ailly, may even be dependent 
upon Gregory of Rimini at points in matters of epistemology, 91 thus 
complicating still further an already confusing picture, and reinforcing 
the impression of two schools that are practically identical in matters of 
epistemology, yet diverge so radically in matters of soteriology. Within 
a university faculty of arts, such differences would have been insigni¬ 
ficant: thus at Paris, Gregory of Rimini and William of Ockham were 
identified as the leading doctors of the via nominalium within the faculty 
of arts. 92 Within a university faculty of theology, however, the differences 
between the two schools would have been considerable. A question 
that will concern us at several points in the later sections of this chapter 
is this: was the schola Augustiniana moderna represented at the institutions 
at which the various Reformers were educated? And are there any 
reasons for supposing that it exercised any influence over the origins of 
their ideas? 


Late Medieval Theology and the Origins of 

Reformed Theology 

The relation of Zwingli to the late medieval theological schools has 
been the subject of considerable speculation. It is known that he was 
influenced by the via antiqua while at the university of Basle (1502—6), 
and that he possessed a heavily annotated copy of the 1503 Venice 
edition of Scotus’s Opus Oxoniense , as well as some minor Scotist 
works. 93 This suggests early affinities with Scotism. In 1510, Glarean 
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wrote to Zwingli, indicating that he wished to leave Cologne and take 
up a post at Basle, where he might teach according to the via sen secta 
Scoti , and clearly suggesting that Zwingli approved of this via. 94 The 
possibility that Zwingli’s theological formation was shaped by Scotism 
has recently been explored in considerable depth, and has proved im¬ 
portant in clarifying the role of scholastic theology in catalyzing the 
emergence of the Reformed theological community. 

In his careful study of Zwingli’s annotations of the edition of Scotus’s 
Ordinatio produced by the Italian Franciscan Filipo Bagnacavallo, Daniel 
Bolliger demonstrated that two distinct modes of reception could be 
identified. 95 In the “passive” or indirect mode of reception, Zwingli 
assimilated Scotist ideas indirectly, primarily through secondary sources. 
Our interest, however, focuses primarily on Zwingli’s “active” mode 
of Scotus reception, which arose through a direct engagement with 
primary sources. Here, Zwingli shows himself to be especially inter¬ 
ested in the idea of the divine infinity, and to have engaged with a 
number of issues that later became important in his sacramental theo¬ 
logy. It is clear that Zwingli has appropriated some of Scotus’s ideas, 
and that these would help shape aspects of his theology. 

The fact that Zwingli incorporates a number of distinctive Scotist 
ideas into his theology is highly significant, especially to any study of 
the reception of Scotus in the early modern period. Yet it is essential to 
appreciate that Zwingli’s reforming agenda does not appear to have been 
shaped to any significant extent by scholasticism. Zwingli’s emergence 
as a Reformer, which dates from the 1510s, rests upon concerns that 
are clearly linked with a generally humanist, and increasingly a speci¬ 
fically Erasmian , agenda. The ideas that precipitated the Reformation 
at Zurich show no clear lines of continuity with late medieval scholas¬ 
ticism of any particular kind, whereas the stamp of Swiss humanism 
may readily be discerned at point after point. While there is little doubt 
that Zwingli’s earlier thought demonstrates a Scotist tone, there is 
no evidence to suggest that these ideas shaped his reforming agenda, 
or crystallized his perceptions that some form of reformation was 
required. At most, one can conclude that Zwingli shifted position 
within an established scholastic matrix, devoid of any reformational 
associations. 

The critical question concerns how Zwingli moved from a modestly 
Scotist outlook to an Erasmian reforming perspective — and that can 
only be answered by considering Zwingli’s growing affinities with 




90 


The Intellectual Context 


Swiss humanist sodalities, and his increasing association with their 
nationalist, pacifist, and reformational agendas. Sociologically, Zwingli 
thus became a humanist “insider,'’ which entailed a corresponding 
relinquishing of his modest scholastic background. To demonstrate 
Zwingli’s early interest in Scotus and Scotism is of considerable interest 
in relation to the history of Scotus reception in the late Renaissance; 
it does not, however, help us account for the intellectual origins of 
the Reformation. 

The influence of late medieval theological schools, such as the via 
moderna and via anti qua, upon John Calvin is much more difficult to 
assess, on account of the near-total absence of primary sources for the 
period 1523—34 in Calvin’s career. It is clearly of crucial importance to 
a correct understanding of the origins of Calvin’s religious thought that 
we know of his associations at the University of Paris in the 1520s. 
This information, however, is almost certainly lost to us through the 
events that were precipitated by the affaire des placards of 1534. Antoine 
Marcourt’s highly polemical placards denouncing the mass, distributed 
and posted throughout France in the early morning of October 18, 
1534, 96 brought to a head the simmering controversy between French 
catholics and evangeliques, and moved Francis I to implement his long- 
threatened campaign against “Lutheran” teachings in France. Those 
with evangelical views in France at the time were not prepared to 
argue the distinction between “Lutheran” and “evangelical,” and pre¬ 
ferred not to advertise their views publicly. The dangers of doing so 
had been discovered the previous November by Calvin, who had fled 
Paris for the relative safety of Angouleme in the aftermath of Nicolas 
Cop’s controversial All Saints’ Day oration. Within hours of his flight, 
the authorities had searched Calvin’s rooms, and confiscated his per¬ 
sonal papers. 97 These papers have never been traced or recovered, even 
in part, with the result that we possess no documents from Calvin’s 
own hand relating to this crucially formative period in his career. 
Practically all our “knowledge” of Calvin’s Paris period is nothing 
more than an educated guess, based upon circumstantial evidence. 

To illustrate this point, let us consider the statement, common to 
most accounts of Calvin’s early period, to the effect that he entered the 
Parisian College de la Marche in 1523 at the age of 14. 98 Two simple 
points may be made. First, we do not actually know that Calvin did, in 
fact, enter the College de la Marche prior to entering the College de 
Montaigu. In the first edition of his Vie de Calvin , Theodore de Beze 




Late Medieval Theology and the Reformation 


91 


omits any reference to this college from his account of Calvin’s early 
Paris period, before stating that Calvin first went to the College de la 
Barbe. This reference comes at a later point in the biography, in a 
reference to the celebrated pedagogue Mathurin Cordier, who de Beze 
describes as “s on regent an college de Saincte barbe a Paris en sa premiere 
jeunesse This biography was, of course, written in some haste, in 
order to preempt more scurrilous accounts of Calvin’s death, and pre¬ 
vent them from gaining any credibility: nevertheless, it remains the 
oldest account of Calvin’s Paris period, and undoubtedly incorporates 
much material deriving from Calvin himself 

In the following year, Nicolas Colladon published a considerably 
more detailed biography of Calvin, including an expanded account of 
the Reformer’s Paris period. It is in this account that we encounter, for 
the first time, the assertion that Calvin initially studied at the College 
de la Marche. 100 Beza later harmonized his earlier biography with 
Colladon’s, dropping his reference to Sainte Barbe, and mentioning La 
Marche in connection with Cordier. 101 In fact, of course, we possess no 
statement from Calvin himself to the effect that he studied at La Marche; 
the closest approximation to any such affirmation is a late appreciative 
reference to Cordier as Calvin’s teacher at Paris, without naming any 
specific college with which either Calvin or Cordier was associated. 102 
We know that Cordier was engaged as a pedagogue by half a dozen 
Paris colleges de plein exercice at the time, including both La Marche and 

'X C\ < 1 

Sainte Barbe, ' making it impossible to disprove Beza’s early statement 
to the effect that Calvin first studied at Sainte Barbe. 104 

In his personal recollections of his Paris period, published in Febru¬ 
ary 1564 (in other words, before Calvin’s death and the subsequent 
biographies of de Beze and Colladon), Cordier listed those colleges as 
including Reims, Lisieux, and Navarre, as well as both La Marche and 
Sainte-Barbe. 105 Such multiple affiliation of members of the teaching 
faculty was not unusual at Paris in the early sixteenth century: for 
example, in 1512 Alexis de Rantilly was a bursarius in theology at the 
College de Navarre, a regent in arts at the College de Bourgougne, 
and resident at the College de Treguier. The formal transference of 
students between colleges at Paris was not an uncommon occurrence 
in the early sixteenth century. As far as can be established, this invari¬ 
ably happened for one of two reasons. In the first place, a student at 
one college might be awarded a bursary (or similar academic award or 
promotion) at another. About 20 colleges are known to have awarded 
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bursaries to those studying theology, including Montaigu. The College 
de Sorbonne allowed students to attend initial probationary period on 
a paying basis as hospites ; if it approved of their progress, they might be 
elected as fellows (socii) and given board and lodging free of charge. A 
student at a smaller college (such as La Marche) might move college 
to take up a bursary at a larger college (such as the Sorbonne, Navarre, 
or Harcourt). Calvin might thus have begun at La Marche or Sainte- 
Barbe, only to be offered a bursary at Montaigu. Sainte-Barbe, a relat¬ 
ively new college, was unable to offer bursaries of any kind until 1525, 
when Diogo de Gouveia managed to persuade the King of Portugal to 
provide bursaries for Portuguese students. 

Second, there are no compelling reasons for supposing that Calvin 
actually did begin his studies at Paris at the age of 14. The suggestion 
that Calvin undertook his initial studies at this age may be traced back 
to Emile Doumergue, 106 who in turn bases his statement upon a some¬ 
what tendentious paper of 1621, 1(17 which interprets an entry in the 
Noyon registers of August 5, 1523 (stating that Calvin's father had 
been given permission to send him away from Noyon until October) 
as implying that Calvin went to Paris for the first time that autumn. 
This conclusion is simply not demanded by the evidence. Fourteen was 
late by the standards of the period to begin a university education, 108 
and if Calvin even approached the precocious intelligence with which 
his biographers credit him, he would have been capable of the univer¬ 
sity curriculum at 12. 109 This possibility, of course, does not permit the 
conclusion that he did begin his studies at this age: the point is made 
merely to emphasize how little we know of Calvin’s Paris period with 
anything even approaching certainty. 

It is also unclear precisely what Calvin studied during his period at 
Paris. In a rare autobiographical reflection, Calvin indicates that his 
father had always intended him to study theology. 110 This does not, 
however, allow us to conclude that he ever began such studies while at 
Paris, and there are excellent reasons for supposing that his formal 
education progressed no further than attending lectures in philosophy. 111 
There are also reasons for supposing that Calvin’s theological education 
may derive largely from personal study or reading during his Paris 

119 

period; “ if this is so, he could easily have encountered ideas outside of 
the formal teaching offered at Paris, which would diminish considerably 
the relevance of the formal university theological curriculum to his 
development. 
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The identity of Calvin’s teachers during his Paris period is also 
shrouded in obscurity. With the single exception of Cordier, Calvin 
does not name any individual who taught him at Paris, although it 
is possible to argue that several confused references to Spaniards in 
the early biographies 11 ’ may rest upon Calvin’s reminiscences of the 
celebrated Spanish dialectician Antonio Coronel, whose Rosarium logices 
was published at Paris in 1510, and who appears to have taught at the 
College de Montaigu during Calvin’s time there. 114 Here, however, as 
with so many other aspects of the Paris period, Calvin’s development 
must be regarded as an enigma. 

The absence of sufficient reliable information pertaining to Calvin’s 
intellectual development to permit analysis of that development forces 
the historian to adopt one of two courses, and explicitly acknowledge 
that this is the case. In that the necessary materials for such an analysis 
are unavailable, it must be concluded that nothing can be said with any 
degree of certainty. Alternatively, the historian may proceed on the 
basis of an inferential analysis, drawing upon circumstantial evidence to 
establish conclusions of varying degrees of probability. In fact, the 
historian has little choice other than to adopt the second course and, 
conceding that little can be known with any degree of certainty con¬ 
cerning the Paris period (when did it begin? who taught Calvin? what 
did he study?), proceed to infer from the available evidence (including 
Calvin’s later writings) what might have happened, while conceding the 
provisional and tentative character of any conclusions that may result. 
In employing the latter method, I would emphasize that I am adopting 
the only approach to the Paris period possible, given the absence of 
proper sources, and have no intention of constructing a major hypo¬ 
thesis upon the basis of such fragmentary evidence. First, let us consider 
the intellectual climate at Paris in the early sixteenth century. 

The fourteenth century had seen the conflict between via antiqua 
and via moderna , so characteristic of late medieval university life, pol¬ 
arize academic opinion within the university of Paris. The Parisian 
faculty of arts attempted to stem the growing influence of the via 
moderna early in the fourteenth century: on December 29, 1340, a 
statute condemning the mores Ockanicorum took effect: 115 henceforth, 
any candidate wishing to supplicate for the degree of Master of Arts at 
Paris would have to swear to observe these statutes contra scientia 
Okamicam , and abstain from teaching such doctrines to his pupils. 116 By 
the end of the century, however, the ineffectiveness of the measures 
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was evident: Pierre d’Ailly (1350—1420), a noted modernus , became 
rector of the College de Navarre in 1384, and chancellor of the uni¬ 
versity five years later. 117 By the second decade of the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury, the College de Montaigu — to which Calvin went up at some 
indeterminate point in the following decade — had become a strong¬ 
hold of the via moderna in a university no longer inclined to oppose the 
118 

movement. 

Even during his brief sojourn at Montaigu during the closing years 
of the previous century, Erasmus had compiled a list of theological 
concerns at Paris that demonstrates precisely the issues that were 
debated within the via moderna. 1 19 Two such questions may be noted. 
First, can God undo the past, such as by making a prostitute into a 
virgin? 12 " The question of whether God can undo the past was re¬ 
garded as significant by the theologians of both the via moderna and 
schola Augustiniana moderna , raising the difficult question of future con¬ 
tingents and the relation between the potentia absoluta and potentia 
ordinata , 121 Second, Erasmus reports heated theological debates over 
whether God could have become a beetle or a cucumber, instead of 
a human being. There is ample documentary evidence that the theo¬ 
logians of the via moderna debated the question of whether God could 
have assumed the nature of an ass, or a stone, instead of a human 
being. It is in this form that Calvin encountered the question. 123 As we 
have shown elsewhere, the question at stake in this apparently pointless 
disputation related to the nature of the hypostatic union, particularly 
the concept of “personification.” For Ockham, the nature of the hypo¬ 
static union was such that the assumed nature need not itself be ra¬ 
tional. In clarifying the relation of the divine and human personae in the 
incarnation, Ockham argues that the divine persona is able to supply 
rationality, which need not be presupposed to exist in the entity which 
is thus assumed in the incarnation. 124 Thus God could have assumed 
the nature of an ass or a stone (or, indeed, a beetle or a cucumber) 
without logical contradiction. The point is evident in the discussion of 
the question by many Parisian theologians of the via moderna , such as 
John Major. 125 

It is this figure of John Major that has attracted considerable atten¬ 
tion on the part of Calvin scholars in recent decades, partly due to the 
so-called “Reuter hypothesis.” In an important study of 1963, Karl 
Reuter claimed that Calvin was taught by John Major while at Paris, 
and that the distinguished Scottish theologian exercised a decisive 
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influence over the formation of the young Frenchman’s theology. In 
particular, Reuter claimed that Major introduced Calvin to a “new 
conception of anti-Pelagian and Scotist theology.” 127 Although earlier 
studies had suggested merely that Major taught Calvin, possibly intro¬ 
ducing him to some form of “Ockhamism,” 128 Reuter developed this 
suggestion into a major working hypothesis of Calvin research. Accord¬ 
ing to Reuter, it was through the influence of Major that Calvin 
encountered the writings of Augustine, Bonaventure, Duns Scotus, 
Thomas Aquinas, Thomas Bradwardine, and Gregory of Rimini. 129 
This thesis is clearly of considerable importance in relation to the 
question of the origins of Calvin’s reforming theology, and has been 
the subject of extended evaluation. 

Initially, the thesis appears to have met with something approach¬ 
ing uncritical acceptance. 13 " More careful studies suggested there was 
indeed an epistemological affinity between Major and Calvin, 1 ’ 1 although 
such views concerning intuitive and abstractive knowledge would not 
be sufficient to demonstrate a specific influence of Major upon Calvin 
(given their pervasive influence within the Parisian faculty of arts as a 
whole at the time). Nor, indeed, would it allow any conclusion con¬ 
cerning Major’s specifically theological influence on Calvin to be drawn, 
in that the matters in question were discussed within the faculty of arts, 
rather than that of theology. The hypothesis has, however, sub¬ 
sequently been subjected to considerable criticism, most notably by 
Alexandre Ganoczy. ~ The following two points made by Ganoczy 
against Reuter are of particular importance. First, although Ganoczy 
concedes that Calvin may have read Major’s Commentary on the Sen¬ 
tences during the period 1540—59, there is no textual evidence in the 
first edition of the Institutio (1536) to warrant the conclusion that he 
had read the work before 1536. Reuter had based his conclusions upon 
the 1559 edition of the Institutio , which Ganoczy felt was questionable 
as a means of determining the origins of his ideas historically. Second, 
in the first edition of the Institutio , Calvin tends to identify scholastic 
theology primarily with the writings of Gratian and Peter Lombard. 133 
Thus there are some 35 references to the Lombard in this edition, and 
no references whatsoever to any theologian of the fourteenth or fifteenth 
centuries, irrespective of theological orientation. In addition, of course, 
it will be obvious that, if Calvin’s entry to Paris is to be dated as early 
as 1521, the possibility of his being taught by Major requires reevaluation, 
in that the latter was absent from Paris until 1525. 
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Although Reuter’s hypothesis, in its original form, is probably 
untenable, it would seem that the criticism of Ganoczy and others 
requires at most the modification, rather than the rejection, of the 
underlying suggestion that Calvin has been influenced by currents of 
thought prevalent in the late medieval period — exemplified by, but by 
no means restricted to, Major. For example, Reuter points to six 
aspects of Calvin’s religious thought that may reasonably be held to be 
due to late medieval influence: 134 while they need not point directly to 
Major, they certainly point to the thought-world of the via moderna 
or schola Augustiniana moderna in general. Similar comments apply to 
the observation that Calvin is familiar with the modus loquendi theologicus 
of the late medieval period. 

The Parisian faculty of arts recognized three viae in the late medi¬ 
eval period: the via sancti Thomae, via Scoti , and via nominalium , 136 and 
identified two recognized representatives of this last via — William of 
Ockham and Gregory of Rimini. 137 This immediately suggests that the 
epistemological “nominalism” or “terminism” so characteristic of both 
the via moderna and schola Augustiniana moderna was officially recognized 
and present within the Paris faculty of arts at the time. Even if his 
studies progressed no further than the trivium , Calvin could scarcely 
have avoided such logical and epistemological questions. The favorable 
reference to a dialectically minded Spaniard in Beza’s biography is 
significant, whether he is to be identified with Antonio Coronel or 
not, in that it points to Calvin’s formal encounter with dialectics at this 
stage in his career, and hence almost certainly to the “nominalism” that 
was so pervasive a feature of the period at the College de Montaigu. 
The distinctively terminist foundations and dialectical structure of 
Calvin’s thought have frequently been noted, 138 and corresponds well 
with this aspect of his university education. 

It is therefore necessary to point out that Calvin may have absorbed 
much of the dialectical outlook of either the via moderna or the schola 
Augustiniana moderna during his Paris period, without any need to 
specifically attach this influence to any one named individual. There is 
no need to posit personal contact between Calvin and Major in order 
to affirm that the former was influenced by a general theological trend 
that is exemplified by the latter. Earlier, we stressed the weakness of 
the concept of the “Forerunner of the Reformation,” in that it partly 
rested on the assumption that influence took place at the level of 
socially detached individual thinkers. This same vulnerability attends 




Late Medieval Theology and the Reformation 


97 


Reuter’s thesis, in its original form. But it is not necessary to suppose 
any such personal contact or influence between Calvin and Major; the 
issue concerns what currents of thought were present, and the manner 
in which Calvin encountered and the extent to which he appropriated 
them. 

An alternative explanation of such parallels has been put forward by 
H. A. Oberman, who suggests that Calvin could forge his own personal 
“Augustinian” theology without any interaction with the scholastic 
tradition in general, or the scholastic reception of Augustine in particu¬ 
lar. 139 This is a thoroughly unsatisfactory hypothesis, which is obliged 
to posit that Calvin should coincidentally reproduce a theology which 
is remarkably similar to that of the schola Align stiniana moderna without 
having any familiarity with the broad outlines of the distinctive ideas 
of the movement. Happenstance is an unsatisfactory scholarly tool, 
especially when there are such clear and plausible alternatives available. 

A more serious objection to Ganoczy’s dismissal of Reuter’s hypo¬ 
thesis concerns the nature of the 1536 Institutio itself, and may best be 
appreciated by considering the very different situations faced by Luther 
and Calvin. Luther, writing some 20 years earlier than Calvin, was 
obliged to deal directly with what he regarded to be the most signi¬ 
ficant threat to the gospel as he perceived it - and Luther identified this 
threat, whether rightly or wrongly, as deriving from the theology of 
the via moderna. Luther was therefore obliged to engage directly with 
the leading representatives of this theology, 1411 and mount a point-by- 
point refutation of their views. The Lutheran Reformation originated 
as a university reforming movement in an academic context, initially 
fighting an essentially academic battle against the dominant trends in 
the local academic culture — in this case, the via moderna — until the 
intervention of the humanist movement turned a minor local academic 
debate into a major cosmopolitan ecclesiastical confrontation. Thus 
Karlstadt’s 151 Augustinian theses of 1517 or Luther’s Disputatio contra 
scholasticam theologiam of the same year were aimed, not at the church, 
but at an academic theological movement, initiating an essentially aca¬ 
demic debate that was conducted in academic terms in an academic 
context. As this chapter will emphasize, the origins of the Reformed 
church appear to owe little, if anything, to such a university dispute: 
the early polemical literature of the Lutheran church, particularly in the 
period 1517—20, cannot therefore be permitted to serve as a model for 
that of the later Reformed church, in the period 1536—9. 
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I would address the following question to Ganoczy: why should 
Calvin wish to, or need to, make any sort of reference to any late 
medieval theologian, let alone one as obscure as Major, in the 1536 
edition of the Institution The work was intended as both as a defense of 
the orthodoxy of the evangelical movement against its French critics 
(particularly after the affaire des placards) and as a religious primer - not 
as an attack on the theology of the later medieval period. If any 
Lutheran work serves as a model for the Institutio , it is the Catechisms, 
rather than the academic disputations. 141 Furthermore, scholastic theo- 
logy posed no serious threat to the emerging Reformed church — 
the most serious difficulty appears to have been posed by religious 
ignorance and indifference, requiring a pedagogical, rather than a 
polemical, response. A systematic and attractive presentation of doctrine, 
rather than a sustained debate with certain named and extensively cited 
late medieval theologians, was required. Where Luther’s primary con¬ 
cern was the radical critique of the (allegedly) Pelagian soteriologies of 
the via moderna, Calvin’s primary concern appears to have been the 
radical critique of the ecclesiology underlying the late medieval church. 142 
Rather than engage in extensive debate with late medieval writers, 
Calvin employs the standard Melanchthonian device of discrediting the 
medieval era as a whole by a direct attack upon the forts et origo of its 
ecclesiology — Gratian and Peter Lombard. 143 Thus Calvin’s references 
to Peter Lombard in the 1536 Institutio utio are, without exception, 
drawn from the fourth book of the Libri quattuor sententiarum , dealing 
with the doctrines of the church and sacraments. 144 Calvin, by attack¬ 
ing a stream of tradition at its source, relieves himself of the necessity 
of dealing with subsequent developments, and opens the way to a 
premedieval ecclesiology more conducive to his reforming activities. 
At no point is it necessary, or even useful, for Calvin to engage in 
debate with any representatives of late medieval religious thought - 
and to suggest that this silence reflects an absence of familiarity with 
such sources, or that it indicates that Calvin has not been influenced by 
them to any significant extent, is simply a non sequitur. The question of 
the significance of Calvin’s use of theological sources is secondary to a 
discussion of Calvin’s religious concerns, literary and polemical tech¬ 
niques, and potential audiences. I would therefore wish to emphasize 
that the absence of specific references in the writings of Calvin to 
named late medieval theologians — such as Gregory of Rimini or John 
Major — cannot be taken as implying an ignorance of their views, or an 




Late Medieval Theology and the Reformation 


99 


absence of continuity with them. The possibility that Calvin may have 
defensively minimized his continuity with certain late medieval writers 
for polemical reasons cannot be excluded. 

Perhaps, then, Reuter’s thesis — that Calvin learned a “new con¬ 
ception of anti-Pelagian and Scotist theology, and a renewed Augus- 
tinianism” at Paris 145 — may be restated in terms of the influence of a 
late medieval theological current - or even a Bewegung , to use a nuanced 
term - rather than of a specific individual (i.e., John Major). The leading 
characteristics of the epistemology and theology of the schola Augustini- 
ana moderna , exemplified by Gregory of Rimini, may be set out as 
follows: 

1 A strict epistemological “nominalism” or “terminism.” 

2 A voluntarist, as opposed to intellectualist, understanding of the 
ratio merit !. 

3 The extensive use of the writings of Augustine, particularly his 
anti-Pelagian works. 

4 A strongly pessimistic view of original sin, with the Fall being 
identified as a watershed in the economy of salvation. 

5 An emphasis upon the priority of God in justification, linked to a 
doctrine of special grace. 

6 A radical doctrine of absolute double predestination. 

These six features are also leading aspects of the thought of John Calvin 
(not to mention others that are shared by the via moderna and schola 
Augustiniana moderna , such as the rejection of the implication of created 
habits of grace in justification or merit). Oberman’s proposal requires 
that Calvin derived these specific ideas without reference to prevail¬ 
ing notions — an idea that seems to reflect Immanuel Kant’s long- 
discredited philosophical idea that individual thinkers remained detached 
from and uninfluenced by their social context. 

The second of these six points may be singled out for further discus¬ 
sion. Earlier in the present chapter, we noted how the later medieval 
tradition as a whole (including the later Franciscan school, the via 
moderna and schola Augustiniana moderna) adopted a strongly voluntarist 
approach to the basis of merit. 146 This observation applies equally to the 
merits of Christ as to human merit. Scotus’s maxim, that the value of 
an offering is determined solely by the divine will, was generally accepted: 
“ dico, quod affine aliud a Deo, ideo est bonum, quia a Deo volitum, en non 
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est converso: sic meritum illud tantum bonum erat, pro quanta acceptabatur.” U7 
In the Institutio , Calvin adopts an identical position in relation to the 
merit of Christ. Although this is implicit in earlier editions of the 
work, it is only made explicit in the 1559 edition, in the aftermath of 
Calvin’s correspondence with Laelius Socinus over the issue. 148 In 1555, 
Calvin responded to questions raised by Socinus concerning the merit 
of Christ and the assurance of faith, 149 and appears to have incorporated 
these replies into the 1559 edition of the Institutio without significantly 
modifying them. In the course of this correspondence, the strongly 
voluntarist approach that Calvin adopts to the ratio meriti Christi be¬ 
comes obvious. Calvin makes clear that the basis of Christ’s merit is 
not located in the intrinsic value of Christ’s offering of himself (which 
would correspond to an intellectualist approach to the ratio meriti Christi ), 
but in the divine decision to accept such an offering as of sufficient 
merit for the redemption of humankind (which corresponds to the 
voluntarist approach). For Calvin, “apart from God’s good pleasure, 
Christ could not merit anything” (nam Christas nonnisi ex Dei beneplacito 
quidquam mereri potuit ). lr,w The continuity between Calvin and the late 
medieval voluntarist tradition in general at this point will be evident. 

In the past, this similarity between Calvin and Scotus has been taken 
to imply the direct influence of Scotus on Calvin, or perhaps an 
indirect influenced mediated via Socinus: thus Alexander Gordon 
argued that Calvin adopted a Scotist approach to the ratio meriti Christi, 
and on the basis of his presupposition that Scotism constituted the basis 
of Socinianism, traced the continuous development of that movement 
from Scotus through Calvin. 111 That this view is deeply problematic 
at every level will be obvious; nevertheless, an important point has 
been made — that there is an affinity between Calvin and Scotus that 
requires an explanation. As we have argued, however, Calvin’s con¬ 
tinuity appears to be with the late medieval voluntarist tradition as a 
whole , deriving from William of Ockham and Gregory of Rimini, 
in relation to which Scotus marks an important point of transition. 
No reason may be given for the meritorious nature of Christ’s sacri¬ 
fice, save that God benevolently ordained to accept it as such. The 
continuity of Calvin with this later tradition is evident, whatever its 
explanation may be. 

These six features of the schola Augustiniana moderna noted above 
clearly include those aspects of Calvin’s thought identified by Reuter, 
and attributed to the influence of John Major. 152 It is indeed possible 
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that Major had influenced Calvin at this point; yet it is also possible 
that both Major and Calvin had absorbed and been influenced by the 
general theological voluntarism of the era, evident in writings as diverse 
as those of Scotus, Ockham, and Gregory of Rimini - the latter two of 
whom were well-established intellectual presences at Paris. It is per¬ 
haps significant that, in the preface to his Commentary on the Sentences , 
Major explicitly acknowledges his debt to three theologians: none other 
than Duns Scotus, William of Ockham, and Gregory of Rimini. 133 
It is certainly therefore a remarkable coincidence, to say the least, that 
Calvin should reproduce the leading features of an academic Augustini- 
anism which developed at the same university as that which he himself 
attended, if he had not himself been familiar with such theological 
currents, whether directly or indirectly. It is not necessary to suppose 
that Calvin encountered these views in formal philosophical or theo¬ 
logical lectures: 154 Gregory’s Commentary went through three editions 
at Paris (1482, 1487, 1520), the last appearing shortly before Calvin’s 
arrival. 135 If Calvin read as widely as we are led to believe by his 
contemporaries, it is not improbable that this work — a standard of 
both logic and theology by one of the two recognized doctors of the 
via nominalium at Paris - would have attracted his attention. Reuter, 
of course, put forward his thesis before the schola Augustiniana moderna 
had been identified and characterized, and his theory is considerably 
weakened through unnecessary subsidiary hypotheses (such as personal 
contact between Calvin and Major). I would therefore suggest that the 
relation of the young Calvin to the schola Augustiniana moderna at Paris 
is potentially a fruitful area of Reformation scholarship. 

This point may be developed by considering the origins of the 
religious thought of Peter Martyr Vermigli. Probably in 1516, Vermigli 
entered the Augustinian Order at Fiesole, moving to Padua in 1519. 156 
It seems that a well-established academic school, based upon the writings 
of Gregory of Rimini, existed in northern Italy in the first two decades 
of the sixteenth century, particularly associated with Paolo da Soncino 
and his pupil Gaspare Mansueti da Perugia, 157 and that this school was 
encountered by Vermigli. Furthermore, the Augustinian house at Padua 
was described by a contemporary of Vermigli as a “roccaforte detV- 
agostinismof 158 and there are good reasons for believing this judgment 
to be reliable. Vermigli’s first biographer records his preference for “the 
school divines, speciallie Thomas [Aquinas], and Ariminensis [Gregory of 
Rimini].” 159 Four editions of Gregory’s Commentary were published in 
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northern Italy (Milan, 1494; Venice, 1503, 1518 and 1522), suggesting 
considerable interest in the views of the great Augustinian theologian at 
Padua and elsewhere. 160 

The obvious question arising from these observations is the follow¬ 
ing: was Vermigli influenced by the schola Augustiniana moderna? The 
circumstantial evidence is highly suggestive. Vermigli was a member of 
the Augustinian Order, and appears to have both encountered and 
responded positively to the views of Gregory of Rimini. Furthermore, 
it is evident that Vermigli adopted all the leading features of the theo¬ 
logy of the schola Augustiniana moderna noted above in the course of 
our discussion of Calvin’s possible relation to this school (although it 
should be noted that it is difficult to establish whether Vermigli’s logic 
and epistemology are strictly terminist). Once more, a remarkable degree 
of coincidence must be conceded if this is not the case. It is difficult to 
argue for the influence of Calvin, for example, in trying to explain 
how these ideas came to be present in Vermigli’s writings. 161 Although 
much work still remains to be done on Vermigli’s relation to late 
medieval thought, the clarification of the relationship between his 
soteriology and that of Gregory of Rimini is clearly of considerable 
interest and importance. 162 Where Stakemeier argued for a medieval 
Augustinian school in Italy that influenced Seripando, perhaps there is 
a stronger case for such an Italian school to be made in the case of 
Vermigli - raising, of course, the possibility that other figures - such as 
Girolamo Zanchi — may also have been influenced by such a school. 

i /• n 

This question, however, awaits clarification. 1 

This discussion has considered the possible influence of late medieval 
theology upon the intellectual origins of Reformed theology. Although 
the further investigation of the relation between Gregory of Rimini 
and the origins of the distinctive ideas of Calvin and Vermigli is clearly 
important in this respect, the evidence to date is more suggestive than 
conclusive. It is nevertheless clear that both Calvin and Vermigli inde¬ 
pendently exhibit remarkable continuity with the leading features of an 
academic Augustinianism characteristic of the late medieval period, no 
matter what the explanation of this continuity may eventually prove to 
be. The previous chapter drew attention to the considerable influence 
of humanism in relation to the intellectual origins of the Reformed 
church, and it seems that this conclusion must, at present, stand. There 
is no doubt that late medieval scholastic doctrines, both philosophical 
and theological, are to be found within the writings of Zwingli, Calvin, 
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and Vermigli, and that these have molded at least some of their distinctive 
ideas, perhaps most significantly in relation to the theme of the power 
of God. 

We must now turn to consider the question of the impact of late 
medieval scholasticism upon the intellectual origins of the Lutheran 
Reformation. 


Late Medieval Theology and the Origins of 

Lutheran Theology 

In turning to deal with the origins of the distinctive theology of the 
Lutheran Reformation, the primary consideration must be the question of 
the relationship of Martin Luther to late medieval thought. It is, how¬ 
ever, important to appreciate from the outset that neither the intellectual 
origins of the Reformation as a whole, nor even those of the reforming 
theology within the Wittenberg theological faculty in the period 1515— 
19, can be discussed with exclusive reference to the question of the origins 
of Luther’s theological insights. Assumptions of this sort are frequently 
implicit in the earlier literature, but the complexity of the situation at 
the time precludes such simplistic generalizations. To explain the origins 
of Luther’s ideas or reforming vocation is not to explain the origins of 
the Reformation tout simple. 164 Nevertheless, the question of the origins 
of Luther’s distinctive theology over the period 1513—19 is clearly of 
enormous interest, whatever the relation of this theology to the emer¬ 
gence of the Wittenberg Reformation must ultimately be acknow¬ 
ledged to be. The first consideration in this discussion must therefore 
be the academic currents that Luther encountered during his theological 
education. 

In 1505, Luther entered the Augustinian house at Erfurt, where he 
began the study of theology under the direction of his superiors in the 
Augustinian Order. Although Carl Stange argued that the taking of 
such monastic orders would imply the canonical recognition of the 
theological authority of Giles of Rome and Gregory of Rimini, 165 it 
is now recognized that this rests upon a simple misunderstanding. 166 
However, in view of the fact that the schola Augustiniana moderna has 
now been identified and characterized as a significant theological cur¬ 
rent in the late medieval Augustinian Order, it might be thought that 
an excellent case may be made for Luther encountering such currents, 
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either at Erfurt or Wittenberg, and appropriating and shaping them for 
his own purposes. As Oberman states this suggestion: 

We can point to the schola Augustiniana moderna, initiated by Gregory 
of Rimini, reflected by Hugolino of Orvieto, apparently spiritually alive 
in the Erfurt Augustinian monastery, and transformed into a pastoral 
reform-theology by Staupitz, as the occasio proximo — not the causal — for 
the inception of the vera theologia at Wittenberg. 167 

This suggestion is clearly of considerable importance, and requires careful 
evaluation. In what follows, I shall suggest that no case may be made 
for Luther having encountered such an Augustinian school at any point 
prior to 1519. 

Although it is clear that Luther began his theological studies under 
the guidance of Erfurt Augustinian masters, there is no evidence to 
connect these masters with the schola Augustiniana moderna. As Hermelink 
pointed out in a seminal essay, there is evidence that the theologians of 
religious orders tended to be influenced by theological currents prevalent 
in their local university. Thus at Cologne, where the university was 
dominated by the via antiqua in the early sixteenth century, the local 
Dominican theologians appear to have regarded Thomas Aquinas as 
their master, whereas in Vienna and Erfurt, where the via moderna was 
dominant, they recognized the rival authority of William of Ockham. 168 

A similar observation may be made concerning the Augustinian 
house at Erfurt, in which the influence of the via moderna is evident at 
every point. 169 Thus Luther’s teachers Johannes Nathin and Bartholomaus 
Arnoldi of Usingen were both noted exponents of the via moderna. 170 
Arnoldi’s doctrine of justification in particular is practically indistin¬ 
guishable from that of Gabriel Biel. 171 Luther had studied within the 
faculty of arts at Erfurt prior to entering the local Augustinian priory, 
and would thus almost certainly have encountered both Arnoldi and 
Jodocus Trutvetter at this earlier stage. 172 The influence of both these 
representatives of the via moderna upon the Erfurt faculty of arts was 
considerable, particularly after the celebrated “quodlibetal disputation” 
of 1497, generally regarded as marking a point of transition in the 
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history of that faculty. ' Trutvetter’s commitment to the via moderna 
is established beyond question, 174 and Luther’s appointment thus points 
to a perceived degree of affinity between Luther and Trutvetter’s circle. 
The influence of the via moderna upon Luther while at Erfurt is further 
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indicated by the fact that Luther later frequently demonstrated first¬ 
hand familiarity with Gabriel Biel’s Lectura super canonem missae and 
Collectorium circa qnattuor sen tentiarum libros, both of which he would 
have encountered while studying theology at the Erfurt priory. In 
marked contrast, Luther does not appear to have had knowledge of 
the writings of Gregory of Rimini until 1519 175 — a serious difficulty 
for those who suggest that he encountered a school of thought based 
upon Gregory’s writings at this early stage. 

In the autumn of 1508, Luther arrived at Wittenberg to take up the 
chair of moral philosophy within the university faculty of arts. A major 
alteration to the statutes of that faculty had taken place earlier that year, 
under the supervision of Christoph Scheurl. ’ From its foundation, 
Wittenberg demonstrated a marked bias towards the via antiqua. In the 
Rotulus of May 1507, lectures within the faculty of arts were carefully 
distinguished on the basis of whether they were in via sancti Thomae or 
in via Scoti , 177 This commitment to the two traditional schools within 
the via antiqua is corroborated by the important contemporary dialog 
of Andreas Meinhardi, which makes reference to both major schools of 
the via antiqua , while making no mention of any factions associated 
with the via moderna . 17S The tension between via antiqua and via moderna, 
so characteristic of many German universities in the late fifteenth cen¬ 
tury, does not appear to have surfaced at Wittenberg in the first five 
years of its existence. This situation, however, appears to have altered 
irreversibly in 1508 — the year of Luther’s arrival. 

In the autumn of 1507, Christoph Scheurl was succeeded as rector 
of the University of Wittenberg by Jodocus Tmtvetter, who had recently 
left Erfurt. The arrival of so noted a modernus — who regarded Jean 
Buridan and Gabriel Biel as his intellectual mentors 179 — at Wittenberg, 
along with his elevation to the prestigious position of rector, suggests 
that the scene was set for a fundamental challenge to be posed to the 
prevailing ascendancy of the via antiqua. This challenge appears to have 
taken the form of the revised statutes for the faculty of arts of 1508. 
The new statuta collegii artistarum defined three viae according to whose 
methods and doctrines members of the faculty of arts were permitted 
to teach. In addition to the two main viae of the via antiqua (that is, the 
via Thomae and via Scoti), a third via was now specified: the via Gregorii. m) 
It is clear that the reference is to Gregory of Rimini — but are we to 
understand this as a reference to the via moderna, or the schola Augustiniana 
moderna ? 
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In an important essay, Oberman argued that the statutes of 1508 
established officially the presence of the schola Augustiniana moderna 
within the Wittenberg faculty of arts. 181 The implications of this sugges¬ 
tion are considerable, in that the origins of Luther’s reforming theology 
could be investigated with reference to an academic Augustinianism 
newly established at Wittenberg. In my opinion Oberman’s suggestion 
cannot be sustained, and the older view - that via Gregorii is simply a 
local synonym for the via moderna - is essentially correct. 182 The follow¬ 
ing points seem to be conclusive. 

1 The via moderna was known by various synonyms at the time. Thus 
at Heidelberg, it was referred to as the via Marsiliana , after Marsilius 
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of Inghen. ‘' It is interesting to note that Marsilius refers to Gregory 
as magister noster , 184 indicating the affinity between the two thinkers, 
and their joint claims to represent the via moderna. The growing 
recognition of the points of contact between Gregory of Rimini 
and Gabriel Biel should also be noted in this connection. 185 

2 There are well-established precedents for universities adopting the 
practice of defining three viae, of which two represent the via 
anti qua, and the third the via moderna. An excellent example is 
provided by Paris, which stipulated that members of the university 
faculty of arts could teach according to “via sancti Thomae, via Scoti 
et via nominalium .” 186 Significantly, two doctors are noted in con¬ 
nection with the via nominalium: William of Ockham and Gregory 
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of Rimini. Given this pattern, a reference in the Wittenberg 
statutes to the via Gregorii alongside the via Thomae and via Scoti 
would appear to suggest that the via moderna is intended. It is also 
important to note at this point that there is manuscript evidence 
to suggest that some early versions of the Wittenberg statutes of 
1508 refer to the via Guilelmi rather than via Gregorii. 188 Given the 
Parisian bracketing of William of Ockham and Gregory of Rimini 
as the recognized doctors of the via nominalium , this would point 
inexorably to an intended reference to the via moderna , rather than 
the schola Augustiniana moderna. 

3 Christoph Scheurl himself appears to have been aware of one major 
academic school, in addition to the via Thomae and via Scoti , and to 
have regarded Jodocus Trutvetter as its representative at Wittenberg. 
Thus in a letter of August 12, 1513, he refers to Trutvetter as 
modernorum princeps, 189 clearly implying his affinity with — and, indeed, 
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local preeminence within — the via moderna. In view of the fact that 
Trutvetter was rector of the university at the time at which the 
revisions were being drawn up, and a close personal friend of 
Scheurl (evident from their correspondence), the possibility that 
Scheurl intended the via associated with Trutvetter to be permitted 
within the faculty of arts can hardly be overlooked. 

4 It must be remembered that these statutes pertain to the faculty of 
arts , not the autonomous higher faculty of theology. It has been 
emphasized in the present chapter that, viewed from the standpoint 
of the subject matter of the faculty of arts, the methods and views 
of the via moderna and schola Augustiniana moderna are practically 
indistinguishable (so that Gregory may legitimately be referred to as 
antesignanus nominalistarum) . 19 ° A reference to Gregory within the 
context of the curriculum of the faculty of arts concerns his epi¬ 
stemology, not his soteriology. The soteriological differences that are 
so evident between Gregory of Rimini and Pierre d’Ailly or Gabriel 
Biel would not have been encountered in this context. 

It would therefore appear reasonable to suggest that Luther went to 
Wittenberg, possibly as a representative of the via moderna , to a univer¬ 
sity faculty of arts that had recently (and belatedly, by the standards 
of the day) recognized this via. The suggestion that via Gregorii is a 
synonym for the schola Augustiniana moderna simply does not appear to 
be justified by the evidence. In any case, Oberman appears to have 
withdrawn this suggestion in more recent writings, without drawing 
attention to this significant retraction. 191 This does not, however, per¬ 
mit us to conclude that Luther did not actually encounter the schola 
Augustiniana moderna at Wittenberg; it is simply to point out that this 
school of thought does not appear to have been officially recognized 
by the University of Wittenberg, and authorized to be taught within 
the faculty of arts. Luther could have come across this school of thought 
in a variety of indirect manners. One such possibility is that Luther 
encountered precisely this movement in the person of Johannes von 
Staupitz, his superior and mentor within the Augustinian order. 192 

Three major difficulties attend this intriguing suggestion. First, it is 
impossible to establish the precise nature of Staupitz’s influence upon 
Luther with any degree of certainty. 193 A number of factors conspire to 
cause this difficulty. 194 Staupitz’s influence over Luther appears to have 
been at its greatest in the period 1510—12, for which we have practically 
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no literary evidence relating to either individual. Thus there is no 
surviving literary evidence to indicate that Luther ever heard Staupitz 
preach or lecture, let alone to indicate the influence that the latter 
might thence have exercised over the former. This influence appears to 
have been exercised through private pastoral conversations, to which 
no third party was privy. 

The absence of such scribes is amply rectified with the Table-Talk : 
however, in that much of this material is fragmentary and unreliable, it 
would be unwise to base any judgment upon its tantalizing dicta, many 
of which are clearly confused. Thus Luther seems to minimize in a 
defensive manner his debts to the literary researches of humanism, and 
particularly Erasmus, by emphasizing his obligation to Staupitz. 195 There 
is also every possibility that this evidence is seriously distorted, either 
through the inaccuracies of those who jotted down (and subsequently 
occasionally embellished) Luther’s comments, or though the effects of 
the passage of time on Luther’s memory of events, or perception of 
their significance. The Table-Talk, it must be remembered, dates from 
a quarter of a century after the period when Staupitz exercised pastoral 
oversight over Luther. 

Second, no significant dependence of Luther upon Staupitz may be 
demonstrated on the basis of a point-by-point comparison of their 
writings for the period 1512-19. Oberman’s suggestion that Staupitz 
mediated a late medieval Augustinian tradition to Luther; Bauer’s sug¬ 
gestion that what was mediated was a hermeneutical program; Bizer’s 
thesis concerning a doctrine of justification — all must be deemed to 
rest upon quite insufficient evidence. 196 Luther appears to have exhib¬ 
ited a remarkable degree of independence in all these matters from 
Staupitz, if he was influenced by him at all. It is certainly true that 
Luther developed certain themes that may have originated from Staupitz 
- such as the recognition of the pastoral significance of the wounds 
of Christ, and the insight that penance begins with the love of God — 
but these were commonplaces in much late medieval thought, and 
are perhaps more appropriately designated as “spirituality” rather than 
“theology.” 197 In any case, they cannot be seen as specific insights of 
the schola Augustiniana moderna. These themes in themselves cannot be 
regarded as establishing the intellectual origins of Luther’s reforming 
theology, but merely reinforce the general perception of the continu¬ 
ities and points of contact between Luther and his theological and 
spiritual milieu. 
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Finally, the difficult question must be asked whether Staupitz can 
in any sense be regarded as a representative of the schola Augustiniana 
moderna. Although this assumption is implicit in Oberman’s thesis, it 
cannot be sustained on the basis of the evidence available. In his 
writings, Staupitz does not refer to any theologians usually held to be 
associated with this school — such as Gregory of Rimini or Hugolino of 
Orvieto. Indeed, where he does refer to Augustinian theologians, he 
seems to demonstrate a distinct preference for the earlier Augustinian 
tradition, associated with Giles of Rome, suggesting that he is, if any¬ 
thing, a representative of the schola Aegidiana , rather than the schola 
Augustiniana moderna . 198 

On the basis of considerations such as those that we have outlined 
above, Luther’s relationship to the “medieval Augustinian tradition” 
may be summarized as follows. Although there are excellent reasons for 
suggesting that a distinctive school of thought — which is now generally 
designated the schola Augustiniana moderna — developed within the Augus¬ 
tinian Order in the late medieval period, the evidence suggests that 
Luther did not encounter such a school in either his Erfurt or Wittenberg 
periods. Hence there is no literary evidence of a direct connection 
between Luther and any representative of this school prior to 1519: 
although it is possible to place Luther and certain late medieval 
Augustinians in parallel columns at points, the necessary evidence for 
the direct textual influence of the latter upon the former is absent. 199 
Furthermore, the suggestion that the schola Augustiniana moderna was 
well established within the Augustinian Order by the sixteenth century 
does not permit us to conclude that it was represented at every Augus¬ 
tinian priory in Europe, such as that at Erfurt. 

Those Augustinian theologians who exercised the most influence 
over Luther in his formative years — such as Nathin, Arnoldi, and 
Staupitz - may not have been typical of the currents of thought 
that some have suggested were prevalent within the late medieval 
Augustinian Order, but the the fact remains that it was these specific 
individuals, whether representative or not, who exercised the greatest 
influence over the development of Luther’s theology. The specifics of 
Luther’s local situation cannot be assumed to mirror the generalities 
of the period. There can be little doubt that Luther was influenced, at 
least to some extent, by theological currents and methods associated 
with his Order — but he appears to have encountered these in the form 
of specific personalities at Erfurt and Wittenberg, who simply were not 
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typical of this school of thought that some have identified within the 
Augustinian Order at the time. Finally, certain points at which the 
influence of the schola Augustiniana modern a upon Luther's early theology 
might be inferred may more plausibly be explained in terms of the 
direct influence of the via moderna. 

An excellent example of this difficulty is provided by Luther’s cri¬ 
tique of the implication of created habits of grace in justification. The 
concept of a created habit of grace had its origins in the twelfth 
century, 20 " and was understood as an ontologically necessary intermedi¬ 
ate in the process of justification. In other words, the theologians of 
High Scholasticism, working on the basis of an ontological or ex natura 
rei concept of causality, argued that such a habit was a necessary inter¬ 
mediate in justification. As noted earlier, the later medieval period was 
characterized by a covenantal or ex pacto divino concept of causality, 
which rendered such habits unnecessary in justification. As a result, the 
theologians of both the via moderna and schola Augustiniana moderna 
treated created habits as unnecessary hypotheses in the theology of 
justification, so that their existence was deemed to be irrelevant, if 
they existed at all. Within the schola Augustiniana moderna , a tendency to 
shift the emphasis away from the work of created grace to that of un¬ 
created grace (in other words, to the Holy Spirit) is particularly evident, 
although not sufficiently marked to distinguish this school decisively 
from the via moderna. 

Luther’s marginal comments on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, 
dating from 1509—10, demonstrate precisely this critique of the role of 
created habits in justification. 201 For Luther, the concept of a created 
habit of grace is both unhelpful and unnecessary: if the concept is to be 
retained in any form, it should be understood to refer to the bond of 
love that unites God to humanity — in other words, the uncreated 
grace of the Holy Spirit: habitus autem est spiritus sanctus. 202 Although 
this radical critique of the role of created habits in justification was 
once thought to mark a complete break with the theology of the 
medieval period, it is clear that Luther merely reproduced the common 
late medieval attitude to such habits, characteristic of both the via 
moderna and schola Augustiniana moderna alike. Far from marking a break 
with the late medieval tradition, Luther demonstrates his continu¬ 
ity with it at this point. It is not clear, however, whether Luther’s 
critique parallels that of the via moderna or schola Augustiniana moderna: 
his comments are too compressed and concise to permit this potentially 
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important distinction to be made at this point. It is on the basis of 
other considerations that the young Luther is to be identified as an 
exponent of the soteriology of the via moderna. 

The pactum theology noted above (pp. 78-9) is a leading feature of 
the soteriology of the via moderna , but not of the schola Augustiniana 
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moderna. ~ Two leading features of this theology may be noted. First, a 
minimum precondition is specified for justification. Individuals must 
“do their best” ( quod in se est ), and once this precondition has been 
met, God is under a self-imposed obligation to reward those who have 
done so with the gift of justifying grace: facienti quod in se est, Dens non 
denegat gratiam. 204 Second, the relation between the person who does 
quod in se est and their subsequent justification is not a consequence of 
the necessary relationship of these two entities, but is solely a con¬ 
sequence of the divine ordination that they should be causally related 
in this way. To put this another way, the causality of this relationship 
is conceptualized as arising ex pacto divino , rather than ex natura rei. 

Both these aspects of this pactum theology are developed with char¬ 
acteristic brilliance in Luther’s Dictata super Psalterium of 1513-15. 205 
For example, five significant points of contact between Luther’s 
soteriology and that of the via moderna may be demonstrated, including 
both those noted above. 206 Luther endorses the soteriological axiom of 
the via moderna - facienti quod in se est, Dens non denegat gratiam - on the 
basis of its covenantal foundations. 207 The only reason why grace and 
faith are implicated in justification is on account of the divine covenant 
(pactum ) with humanity. 208 Indeed, at times Luther seems to draw directly 
upon the statements of Gabriel Biel concerning the pactum between 
God and humanity, 209 further reinforcing the general perception of a 
direct theological dependence of the young Luther upon the Tubingen 
modern us. 

A further point of importance here concerns Luther’s theological 
breakthrough, which was centered upon the question of the meaning 
of the nuanced phrase “the righteousness of God” ( iustitia Dei). 210 In 
his celebrated autobiographical statement of 1545, Luther explains how 
he could not conceive how the concept of the “righteousness of God” 
could be thought of as gospel, in that it appeared to promise nothing 
but condemnation for the sinner. 211 Underlying Luther’s statements 
is the concept of iustitia Dei associated with the pactum theology of the 
via moderna: 212 the “righteousness of God” is to be conceived as that 
(ultimately unknowable) divine quality that rewards the person who 
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does quod in se est with justification, and punishes the person who does 
not. Luther’s early difficulties with this concept were only resolved in 
1515, when he abandoned the soteriological framework of the via 
moderna : his earlier wrestlings with the concept represent nothing more 
than attempts to clarify it within the existing context of that frame- 
work." 1 Luther’s reference to the views of the “doctors who taught 
him” in the autobiographical fragment is clearly a direct reference to 
the Erfurt moderni. 

The evidence available concerning the continuity between Luther 
and the via moderna can be summarized as follows. 

1 There is unequivocal literary evidence to the effect that Luther was 
directly dependent upon theologians of the via moderna , supremely 
Gabriel Biel. 

2 The soteriological framework within which Luther operated 
throughout the period 1513—15 is unquestionably that of the via 
moderna. This is particularly clear from his use of the pactum theo¬ 
logy and the associated concepts oifacere quod in se est and ex pacto 
divino causality, and the crucial concept of the “righteousness of 
God.” 

3 There are points in Luther’s later writings where he denounces the 
soteriological views of the via moderna , occasionally adding that he 
once held such views himself, 214 where the views condemned are 
those he affirmed and expounded in the Dictata super Psalterium. 

In addition to these clear lines of evidence, there are more ambiguous 
considerations, not decisive in themselves, but of no small importance 
as part of the overall cumulative case we have built up — for example, 
the fact that his early teachers at Erfurt were moderni , the possibility that 
Luther may to have gone to Wittenberg as a known representative of 
the via moderna , and the fact that his critique of the role of created 
grace in justification may (but need not) parallel that of the via moderna. 
The overall picture is that of a theologian initially committed to the 
soteriology of the via moderna , who finally broke free from it over an 
extended period of time. As such, the intellectual origins of Luther’s 
reforming theology may be stated with some confidence to be linked 
with the theology of the via moderna. Luther’s reforming breakthrough 
does not appear to have arisen through external contact with the schola 
Augustiniana moderna , but through internal dissatisfaction with the 
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theological coherence and biblical warrants for the general soteriological 
position of the via moderna. The breakthrough resulted from a critical 
appraisal of the via moderna, undertaken from within on the basis of its 
distinctive approach to sources and methods - particularly, as we shall 
see, on the basis of its biblical hermeneutics. 

This conclusion, if correct, is of considerable importance, in that it 
suggests that Luther’s theological breakthrough did not arise through 
any fundamental methodological innovation, which could be ascribed to 
the influence of humanism. As we shall indicate later, Luther’s early 
biblical hermeneutics are thoroughly medieval, and his theological 
breakthrough cannot be correlated directly with any prior shift in Inis 
hermeneutical presuppositions. There are reasons for suggesting that 
Luther’s theological breakthrough may parallel those of Augustine and 
Thomas Aquinas before him — both of whom came to develop more 
theocentric soteriologies for reasons which reflect an increased aware¬ 
ness of the priority of divine grace over human actions, rather than any 
fundamental shift in theological method. 215 Thus it is significant that 
Luther occasionally refers to Augustine’s account of his own theolo¬ 
gical breakthrough (contained in the eighth book of the Confessions) in 
the Dictata super Psalterium, apparently treating it as a normative para¬ 
digm for divine illumination. 216 Although the theological developments 
associated with Luther’s early period are notoriously difficult to analyze, 
there are good reasons for suggesting that Luther may have read the 
seminal anti-Pelagian writing of Augustine, De spiritu de litera, by late 
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1515, and that this treatise probably at least catalyzed Luther’s 
soteriological deliberations, and may possibly even have informed them. 
It is certainly significant that Karlstadt, in turning (1516—17) to con¬ 
sider substantially the same soteriological questions as those that appear 
to have confronted Luther in the period 1513—15, chose to discuss 
them with reference to precisely this anti-Pelagian writing. 218 There 
are thus grounds for suggesting that the origins of the Wittenberg 
Reformation are linked to a rediscovery of Augustine, and an ensuing 
criticism initially of the soteriology of the via moderna, and subsequently 
of aspects of Augustine’s theology of grace (particularly his views on 
the nature of justifying righteousness). 219 Luther appears to have taken 
several years to work fully through his initial theological insights, with 
the result that his theology over the period 1513—19 consists essentially 
of a program of reworking (ultimately to reject) the soteriology of the 
via moderna in the light of his new insights. 220 
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The intellectual origins of the Wittenberg Reformation are thus 
quite distinct from those of the Reformed church, as will become 
increasingly clear when their hermeneutical methods are considered. 
The leading members of the Wittenberg theological faculty over the 
period 1513—18 were university theologians with well-established 
affinities with the theological schools of the later medieval period. 221 
The origins of that Reformation concerned aspects of Augustine’s theo¬ 
logy of grace, initially in relation to Luther’s difficulties concerning 
the “righteousness of God,” and subsequently in relation to Karlstadt’s 
critical study of the Augustinian provenance of late medieval soteriology, 
culminating in the 151 theses of April 1517. The origins of the Lutheran 
Reformation thus differ from those of the Reformed church in four 
critical respects: 

1 The Wittenberg circle belonged to a group that was sociologically 
distinct from — and culturally isolated from — the humanist sodalities 
to which Zwingli and his circle of Swiss humanists belonged, or to 
which they looked for a sense of group identity and support. 

2 The vera theologia shaped at Wittenberg was essentially an academic 
theology, forged in a university context, which had yet to be 
applied to the life of the church or wider community. Zwingli’s 
essentially humanist vision of Reformation as a reform of life and 
morals was forged in direct contact with the church and commun¬ 
ity of Zurich, and was not initially driven by a specific theological 
agenda. 

3 The Wittenberg theologians were primarily concerned with soterio¬ 
logy, expressed in the doctrine of justification. Luther’s personal 
difficulties in this area may well have led to others, such as Karlstadt, 
developing this concern. This interest in the doctrine of justification 
is conspicuously absent from the first phase of the development of 
Reformed theology: 222 indeed, as was noted in the previous chapter, 
the first Reformed theologians may have developed an essentially 
moralist doctrine of justification that was potentially opposed to the 
theocentric soteriology being forged at Wittenberg. 

4 The first period of the Wittenberg Reformation was characterized 
by a growing realization of the incompatibility of the vera theologia 
and the soteriology of the via moderna. As a result, the emerging 
vera theologia was increasingly articulated in conscious opposition to 
that soteriology, as in Karlstadt’s 151 theses of April 1517, or Luther’s 
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Disputatio contra scholasticam theologiam of September of that year. 
Whereas the early theologians of the Reformed church were equally 
dismissive of scholastic theology, they felt under no obligation to 
enter into a sustained debate with its representatives, however great 
their personal interest in them may have been: as Zwingli’s Com- 
mentarius of 1525 indicates, it was deemed adequate for polemical 
purposes simply to dismiss the theologastri on essentially Erasmian 
grounds. The direct and sustained public engagement with the 
theology of the via moderna is a leading feature of the early reforming 
theology of the Wittenberg faculty. The fact that the Wittenberg 
reforming theology demonstrated both intellectual continuity and 
discontinuity with that of the later medieval period made it imperat¬ 
ive at the time that these discontinuities be identified and defended. 
There are thus excellent reasons for suggesting that, in regard to 
their motivation, methods, and substance, the origins of the Lutheran 
and Reformed theologies were quite distinct — a theme that will be 
returned to later. 

The last two chapters have been concerned with the identification 
and evaluation of the influence of humanism and late medieval theo¬ 
logy upon the intellectual origins of the Reformation. It will be clear 
that this influence extends to include theological sources and methods. 
In the following chapters the changing attitudes toward theological 
sources and methods in the late medieval period will be considered, in 
order to establish the extent of the continuity between this period and 
that of the Reformation. 





Part 2 

Sources and Methods 
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Scripture: Translation ) Text, 

and Tradition 


The Reformation is often portrayed as a return to, or rediscovery, of 
the Bible, remedying centuries of theological neglect of this foundational 
resource for Christian theology, or a deliberate evasion of an engage¬ 
ment with Scripture. The reality is more complex and infinitely more 
interesting. As study after study has made clear, the theological schools 
of the Middle Ages regarded Scripture as being of supreme importance 
in matters of doctrine. The issues of debate concerned precisely what 
was to be understood by the text of Scripture, and the manner in 
which it was to be interpreted. 

The humanist emphasis on returning ad fontes carried with it the 
imperative that these sources be read in their original languages. This 
demand, seemingly theologically innocuous, contained within itself many 
of the leading themes of the Reformation. The Vulgate translation of 
Scripture, regarded as an accurate translation and hence as possessing 
theological authority directly equivalent to that of “Scripture,” was 
demonstrated to be unreliable. The extent of that reliability, and its 
theological implications, were the subject of considerable debate. The 
foundations of a further development were laid in the late fifteenth 
century, when a new concern for ensuring textual accuracy led to the 
emergence of techniques for evaluating the reliability of received texts 
— including the Vulgate’s textual traditions. 1 A fundamental equation 
upon which much medieval theology had been founded was now 
regarded as questionable. No longer could “Scripture” be directly 
equated with “the traditional Latin text of the Vulgate.” 2 A series of 
critical translation and textual issues had to be confronted. 

Yet humanism did more than emphasize the importance of studying 
Scripture in its original languages; it made available new tools for the 
interpretation of the biblical text — tools that undermined both the 
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traditional scholastic hermeneutical tools, and potentially some of the 
theological doctrines that were derived on their basis. At the very least, 
the rise of Renaissance humanism thus posed a double challenge to the 
received tradition of western theology, and by doing so opened the 
way to theological criticism and experimentation that changed the face 
of western Christendom. We shall consider these in chapter 5. Our 
attention now turns to the changing understandings of the designation 
of the term scriptura on the eve of the Reformation. 


The Medieval Consensus on the Theological 

Priority of Scripture 

The importance of Holy Scripture as a source of Christian theology 
was universally recognized in the medieval period. Thomas Aquinas 
may be regarded as speaking for the medieval tradition as a whole 
when he emphasized that Christian theology was based upon a revela- 
tion that ultimately lay beyond the discoveries of the natural sciences/ 
It is interesting to note that Thomas does not deduce the necessity of 
revelation from human fallenness, sinfulness, or corruption, but from 
the fact that this knowledge ultimately transcends the natural capacities 
of humanity as a creature. Had this knowledge not been revealed to 
humanity through divine intervention, it would have remained bey¬ 
ond human reach. Revelation thus establishes the axiomatic points of 
departure for theological speculation, in much the same way as self- 
evident principles ( principia per se nota) do in the philosophical disciplines. 4 
The means by which this revelation is transmitted is Holy Scripture, 
and Christian theology may thus be defined as “Holy Scripture received 
in a human intellect.” 5 

For Thomas, sacra doctrina and sacra scriptura are virtually synonymous, 
in that theology is essentially the clarification, vindication, and trans¬ 
mission of the truth revealed in Scripture, through the responsible and 
appropriate use of ratio on the part of the theologian. While nonbiblical 
terms and concepts may be used in this process of the interpretation 
and explanation of Scripture, these terms and concepts must be chosen 
in such a manner that they fully express the “sense” of Scripture. 6 The 
principle of confining theological argument to Scripture as the source 
and norm of revealed truth thus functions as a formal methodological 
principle: for Thomas, theology is doctrina quaedam secundum revelationem 
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divinam 7 Despite the evident differences between Thomas and his 
contemporaries over many matters, they are united in their belief that 
Christian theology is ultimately nothing more and nothing less than the 
exposition of Scripture. 

On the basis of his understanding of the relationship of scriptura and 
doctrina , outlined above, Thomas is able to assert that Scripture is the 
ground of faith, fidei fundamentum* The certitude of faith is based upon 
the authority of Scripture, 9 and this authority ultimately derives from 
the fact that it is ultimately God and God alone who is the author of 
Scripture. 10 The canonical Scriptures transmit the truth that people 
need to know if they are to be saved. 11 But although Scripture is both 
normative, and in itself clear and sufficient as a basis of theology, it 
does not follow from this that the truth revealed within it is in any 
sense readily accessible. Scripture requires to be properly interpreted if 
it is to function as the foundation of Christian theology. 12 

It is therefore evident that the medieval debate over the interpretation 
of Scripture, which will be considered in the following chapter, is 
of central importance to our study of the intellectual origins of the 
Reformation, in that the content of theology will be determined by a 
prior understanding of the correct text of Scripture, and how that text 
is to be interpreted In other words, doctrine depends upon textual 
criticism, philology, and biblical hermeneutics. Disagreement upon any 
of these matters, or developments relating to any of them over a period 
of time, is pregnant with a potential doctrinal pluralism. In the present 
and following chapters, we propose to consider the nature and extent 
of diversity of opinion on such matters in the later medieval period. 
The discussion opens with the question of the text of Scripture. 


The Vulgate Translation of the Bible 

The medieval period based its scriptural exegesis upon the Vulgate 
translation of the Bible. 13 There was no authorized version of this text, 
despite the clear need for a standardized text that had been carefully 
checked against its Hebrew and Greek originals. A number of ver¬ 
sions of the text were in circulation, their divergences generally being 
overlooked. It was not until 1592 that an “official” version of the text 
was produced by the church authorities, sensitive to the challenges to 
the authority of the Vulgate by Renaissance humanist scholars and 




122 


Sources and Methods 


Protestant theologians. 14 Despite a number of moves in the thirteenth 
century to revise this translation against the Hebrew and Greek ori¬ 
ginals, 1 ’ 1 the Vulgate text continued to be the basis of medieval theolo¬ 
gical speculation. Although more sophisticated defenses of the Vulgate 
were offered, this reluctance to revise the Vulgate arose simply from 
the inability of most medieval theologians to deal with the Hebrew 
language: Andrew of St Victor is perhaps the most important biblical 
commentator of the twelfth century on account of his use of the 
Hebrew original of the Old Testament, although he was obliged to 
seek the assistance of Hebrew scholars from within the local Jewish 
community in dealing with some of the more puzzling phrases he 
encountered. 16 

Despite this flirtation with the Old Testament in its original lan¬ 
guage, there does not appear to have been any sustained attempt through¬ 
out the Middle Ages to go behind the Vulgate to the original Hebrew 
and Greek texts. There was also relatively little attempt to engage with 
contemporary or classic Jewish exegetical methods, whether applied to 
the Hebrew text itself, or to the available western translation. 17 Yet the 
germs of the idea of interacting with the Old Testament in its original 
language were present, even if these seeds would not flower for several 
centuries. What would the history of the church have been like if 
a good working knowledge of the Hebrew language and direct access 
to the Hebrew text of the Old Testament had been available to the 
twelfth-century theological renaissance, rather than waiting for the 
Reformation of the sixteenth century? While it is probably impossible 
to speculate what history might have looked like if this development 
had taken place earlier, it is critically important to appreciate that it 
might have — the basic tools were to hand, even if they were not fully 
developed or used. 

Such was the importance that came to be attached to the Vulgate 
text that by the middle of the fourteenth century Latin had practically 
come to have the status of a sacred language, along with Hebrew and 
Greek. A number of factors appear to have converged to bring about 
the medieval reluctance to study Scripture in the vernacular. (The use 
of the term “reluctance” is considered: no universal or absolute pro¬ 
hibition of the translation of the Scriptures into the vernacular was ever 
issued by a medieval pope or council, nor was any similar prohibition 
directed against the use of such translations by clergy or laity.) We have 
already noted Thomas Aquinas’s insistence that the interpretation of 




Scripture: Translation , Text and Tradition 


123 


Scripture was complex, beyond the competence of the masses. It was 
believed that the translation of Scripture into the vernacular would 
open the way to serious misinterpretation of the text. 

The medieval hostility toward the reading of the Bible in the ver¬ 
nacular may possibly be traced to a situation that arose in the diocese 
of Metz, probably in June 1199. The bishop of Metz, in a letter to 
Innocent III, reported that a large group of lay men and women were 
gathering regularly in secret to study the Gospels and the letters of Paul 
in their native language, and requested guidance on how to proceed. 18 
It is clear from Innocent’s reply to the bishop that he regards the real 
threat posed by this activity as the usurpation of the office of preaching, 
a matter in which they should be taken to task (in eo tamen apparent 
merito arguendi). The real objection to the practice lies in its potential 
implications for the doctrine and order of the church through the 
usurpation of a clerical role on the part of the laity, rather than any 
problems that might arise through their deeper knowledge of the text 
of the Scriptures. 

The influence of the Bible upon western European society - such as 
in the concept of established government, in which the Old Testament 
concept of kingship appears to have been regarded as paradigmatic - 
from the ninth to the late eleventh centuries is well established, as is 
the fact that its direct influence diminished considerably from the twelfth 
to the fourteenth centuries. 19 Nevertheless, the indirect influence of the 
Bible over this later period was considerable, in that this influence was 
mediated through canon law and scholastic theology. 20 One reason for 
the diminution of the direct influence of the Bible in matters of theo¬ 
logy and canon law appears to have been the tendency to approach the 
biblical text itself indirectly, through a filter of glosses - the Glossa 
Or din aria. 

Although this gloss had traditionally been regarded as the work 
of the ninth-century monk Walafrid Strabo, 21 it is now known that 
the compilation of the work represented an important milestone in the 
development of later twelfth-century theological method. In effect, the 
Glossa Ordinaria may be regarded as a composite and extended running 
commentary upon the text of the Bible, characterized by its brevity, 
clarity, and authoritativeness, drawing upon the chief sources of the 
patristic period. The Glossa seems to have been largely the work of 
Anselm of Laon, although other major contributors included Berengar 
of Tours, Manegold of Lautenbach, Lambert of Utrecht, and Gilbert 
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the Universal. - " So influential did this commentary become that, by the 
end of the twelfth century, much biblical commentary and exegesis 
was reduced to restating the comments of the gloss. It is this feature of 
the biblical commentaries of Stephen Langton — the mere restating of 
“extracts from the gloss” — that eventually led to the unraveling of the 
mystery of the origins of the Glossa Ordinaria. ' The essential point to 
appreciate here is that the contemporary reader of Scripture tended to 
approach the text of Scripture indirectly, through the interpretative 
gloss, encountering directly the accumulated wisdom of previous inter¬ 
preters rather than the text itself. Errors on the part of enthusiastic 
copyists occasionally led to glosses being incorporated into the text of 
Scripture itself, leading to an unintended yet even more significant 
influence of the glossator upon the reader. 

Although the translation of the Bible into the vernacular — such as 
the Wycliffite versions of the fourteenth century 24 — is often regarded 
as a turning point in the medieval interpretation of the Bible, there are 
reasons for questioning this judgment. Although the struggle to make 
such translations available to a wider audience was a significant element 
in pre-Reformation religious polemic — as in early fifteenth-century 
England — their theological significance should not be exaggerated. 
They were English translations, yet they were translations of the Latin 
Vulgate text, whose accuracy and reliability would be the subject of 
much debate in the later Renaissance. Such translations would ultim¬ 
ately depend upon philological techniques such as those that would be 
developed in the Italian Renaissance. 

Without direct access to the original Hebrew and Greek texts of the 
Old and New Testament, and without the philological techniques 
necessary to translate them, vernacular versions of Scripture could not 
hope to achieve any authoritative status, despite their evident use 
in popularizing antiestablishment views. These techniques would be 
developed and increasingly refined in the Italian Renaissance of the 
later fifteenth century, and be put to uses of considerable theological 
significance in the sixteenth century. Yet, perhaps curiously, those who 
then developed these techniques appear to have done so for reasons 
that had little direct hearing upon matters of theology: the humanists 
seem to have regarded these methods as an essential aspect of their 
broad educational and cultural program and, with perhaps occasional 
exceptions, not to have noticed (or perhaps to have chosen to over¬ 
look) their potential theological significance when applied to the New 
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Testament text. It is to a consideration of the humanist movement of 
the fifteenth century that we must now turn. 


The Humanist Return Ad Fontes 

It is clear that the humanists of the Renaissance, in their quest for 
written and spoken eloquence, considered in an earlier chapter, turned 
to the acknowledged masters of antiquity in order to learn from them. 
The high regard in which Cicero’s Orationes were held led to intense 
study of his works — to which Bartolommeo della Fonte’s orations bear 
eloquent witness. 21 This interest in the literature of classical antiquity 
was not regarded as an end in itself, but as a means to the end of 
eloquentia. Thus Jerome, Augustine, Arnobius, Cyprian, and especially 
Lactantius, were regarded as models of Christian eloquentia, 26 while 
Scripture itself was nothing less than eloquentia vera theologiae. 27 For the 
humanist, it was therefore imperative to turn (or rather to return) to the 
sources of antiquity, whether they were pagan or Christian, in order 
to learn from them. The renewed interest in classical philology was 
particularly associated with the need to engage directly with the classics 
of antiquity, both Greek and Latin. The slogan ad fontes came to 
embody the cultural and educational program of the Renaissance: the 
direct return to the writings of the classical period — whether secular or 
sacred — in order to benefit from their eloquence. 

The immediate results of this new interest in eloquentia vera theologiae 
will be obvious. First, there was a new interest in studying both Scrip¬ 
ture and the fathers directly, rather than through a “filter” of glosses 
and commentaries. Second, there was a growing recognition of the 
need to engage directly with both Scripture and (though to a lesser 
extent) the Greek-speaking fathers in their original languages, rather 
than in an often inaccurate Latin translation. The new interest in 
philology thus came to be linked with a concern for the accurate 
original text of Scripture, and its subsequent translation. In both these 
areas, the influence of Florentine humanism was decisive. This point 
was acknowledged by the more humanist among the Reformers. Thus 
Philip Melanchthon argued that Florence attracted Greek scholars, 
exiled after the fall of Constantinople, and by doing so, rescued the 
Greek language from oblivion. Furthermore, the new interest in the 
study of the Greek language at Florence led to a more informed use of 
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the Latin language — which had threatened to degenerate into some 
form of barbarism — as well as providing a key to the study of the Bible 
in its original language. 28 

In his Oratio de studiis linguae graecae (1549), Melanchthon emphas¬ 
ized that it was impossible to return ad fontes without a knowledge 
of the Greek language. This, according to Melanchthon, is the lan¬ 
guage most capable of expressing the highest spiritual and philosophical 
truths, and both the New Testament and the earliest patristic works 
(Melanchthon’s theological source texts) were written in it. 29 In order 
to engage directly with Scripture, and to hear the living voices of Paul 
and the apostles, it was essential to master the riches of the Greek 
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language.' In this matter, Melanchthon can be seen to speak as much 
as a representative of the humanist tradition as a Reformer, in that the 
two schools - if, indeed, they could be distinguished at all at this 
juncture — converged in their program of returning directly to the 
original texts of the New Testament in its original language. In fact, 
however, the Florentine Renaissance of the Quattrocento was somewhat 
slow to realize the importance of the Greek language, perhaps on 
account of the influence of Lorenzo da Monaci and Inis circle. ' Lorenzo 
Valla (c. 1406-57), one of the most significant voices calling for a 
renewal of interest in the Greek language, argued that a knowledge of 
Greek was necessary if the Latin language itself was to be properly 
understood and exploited - an argument that he justified by appeal to 
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classical Latin writers/ 

The study of Hebrew, although undertaken sporadically in the twelfth 
century, became a more serious proposition through the researches of 
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola in the final quarter of the Quattrocento , 
although it does not seem to have been regarded as of equal value as 
the study of Greek. Pico della Mirandola is reported to have found an 
unacceptably high number of translation errors in the Vulgate version 
of the Old Testament, and thus to have demonstrated the need for its 
revision. 

It is at this point that consideration of the impact of printing upon 
the intellectual origins of the Reformation may most conveniently be 
introduced. That the introduction of printing was both the catalyst and 
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agent of intellectual and social change is now beyond dispute.' The 
role of the printing presses of Europe in the dissemination of the ideas 
of the Reformation is too well known to require further discussion at 
this point: it is merely necessary to draw attention to the role of the 
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medium in relation to the origins, rather than merely the propagation, 
of the Reformation. 34 Thus the establishment of presses capable of 
handling Hebrew characters paved the way for a more general famili¬ 
arity among humanists with that language, and hence more accurate 
editions and translations of the Old Testament itself Initially, these 
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presses were located solely in the Iberian peninsula and Italy.' 
Although the production of Hebrew printed works was under way in 
Italy by 1475, and had become quite extensive a decade later, 36 the rise 
of anti-jewish feeling led to the suspension of production of such 
works, except in the kingdom of Naples. Here the establishment of a 
sizeable Jewish community led to the issuing of licences ad stampandum 
libros to magister Jacob hebreo and magister Josep hebreo on March 18, 
1487, leading to considerable expansion and development of the print¬ 
ing techniques necessary for the production of books in (or merely 
containing) Hebrew. It was merely a matter of time before the neces¬ 
sary technology found its way to northern Europe. 

Although the earliest published guide to the Hebrew language aimed 
primarily at Gentiles appears to have been Konrad Pellikan’s De modo 
legendi et intelligendi Hebraeum (1504), the most celebrated and influen¬ 
tial such introduction to the language remains Johannes Reuchlin’s 
De rudimentis Hebraicis (1506). For Reuchlin, the task of sacred philo¬ 
logy was to enable the reader to encounter the Old Testament text in 
the very words with which God had originally spoken it (quale os dei 
locutum est). Where some humanists argued for mastering Hebrew on 
cultural grounds, Reuchlin adopted an explicitly theological justifica¬ 
tion for the acquisition of this knowledge. To know Hebrew was to 
hear the words of God as originally spoken. 

Having mastered the Hebrew language — apparently through study¬ 
ing the medieval Jewish grammarians — during a period spent in late 
Renaissance Italy, Reuchlin returned to northern Europe to write an 
introduction to the language that would permit direct access to the 
original of the Old Testament text. 39 An edition of the seven peniten¬ 
tial psalms followed in 1512, allowing the reader without access to 
manuscripts to master some Hebrew texts of the Old Testament. Among 
those grateful readers was Martin Luther, who purchased a copy of De 
rudimentis before leaving Erfurt for Wittenberg in 1508. The increasing 
skill with which Luther applied his knowledge of Hebrew to his bib¬ 
lical exegesis over the period 1513-18 is an adequate testimony to the 
significance of this development, 40 even if it is possible to argue that 
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Luther’s theological breakthrough was not a direct result of this facility. 
The impact of Reuchlin’s De rudimentis at Wittenberg was, however, 
by no means restricted to Luther. Attention has recently been drawn to 
the influence of this work upon Karlstadt’s Distinctiones Thomistarum , 
published on December 30, 1507, a year after Reuchlin’s work made 
its appearance. 41 The continued interest on the part of Karlstadt in the 
language went some considerable way towards facilitating its introduc¬ 
tion into the theological curriculum at Wittenberg in 1518. 42 

This program of direct engagement with the Bible in its original 
languages was to have considerable theological significance. The theo¬ 
logians of the Latin west were largely dependent upon the Vulgate for 
their theological deliberations, and the accuracy of both the text and 
the translation would be called increasingly into question in the later 
Quattrocento , with important theological implications. The textual and 
philological researches of Lorenzo Valla may be noted here. Valla’s 
textual skill was more than adequately demonstrated through his 
exposure of the spurious character of the so-called “Donation of 
Constantine.” 4 ’ His work on the Greek text of the New Testament 
convinced him of the serious inaccuracy of the Vulgate translation, and 
hence of the theology of those who relied upon it. 44 The editing and 
publication of this work by Erasmus in 1505 as Adnotationes in Novum 
Testamentum brought these researches to the attention of a wider pub¬ 
lic, and served as a basis for Erasmus’s own Latin translation of the 
New Testament a decade later. 45 Valla frequently castigates theologians 
who base their conclusions upon a Latin translation of the Greek text 
of the New Testament: “ Has ineptias effutiunt qui, graecae linguae ignari, 
exponunt e graeco traducta .” 46 Thus he criticizes Thomas Aquinas’s doc¬ 
trine of cooperative grace as relying upon faulty Latin translations of 
Pauline texts — for example, 1 Corinthians 15.10. The Vulgate here 
translated the Greek as non autem ego, sed gratia Dei mecum , where Valla 
declared that the text should read non autem ego, sed gratia Dei quae 
est mecum. Valla comments thus upon the Vulgate version: “Nihil dicant 
qui hanc vocant gratiam Dei cooperanter: Panins enirn sibi hoc non tribuit, 
sed to turn a Deo refert acceptum .” This program of reverting to the direct 
study of the original Greek text of the New Testament necessitated 
the production of editions of the Greek New Testament, leading to 
the production of the Complutensian Polyglot edition of the Greek 
New Testament (1514), 47 and Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum omne 
(1516). 48 
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By the end of the second decade of the sixteenth century, therefore, 
the exegesis of the New Testament, whether in monastery or univer¬ 
sity, could not be realistically undertaken without an appeal to the 
Greek text of the New Testament. (Although there was also increasing 
recognition of the need to study the Old Testament in the original 
Hebrew, the humanist preference for Greek as the language of eloquentia 
inevitably led to the concentration of their attention upon the New 
Testament documents.) As a consequence of this new interest in the 
New Testament the accuracy - and thence eventually the authority - of 
the Vulgate was increasingly called into question. 

The rise of the view that it was Scripture, and Scripture alone, that 
could function as the foundation and criterion of such an authentic 
theology ( vera theologia ), 49 gave added weight to the importance of the 
new exegetical methods for Christian theology. The great humanist 
vision of Christianismus renascens , shared by so many of the early Re¬ 
formers, was linked with the recreation of the world of early Christian¬ 
ity through a direct appeal to its sources. As Zwingli remarked, “today 
the rejected Christ rises again everywhere” 50 — and instrumental in this 
resurrection was the direct engagement of the church with the title 
deeds of Christendom. The essential unity of the formal and material 
principles of the Reformation lies in the fact that to affirm that Chris¬ 
tianity was, formally and materially, solus Christus was perceived by the 
Reformers ultimately to depend upon the concurrent affirmation that 
Christ and his benefits could be known sola scriptura. 

The new emphasis on the part of the Reformers upon the import¬ 
ance of “sacred philology” as a prerequisite for biblical hermeneutics — 
and hence theology — was not without its ironies. It is perhaps one of 
the more intriguing paradoxes of the Reformation that a movement 
that was initially dedicated to making the “word of God” available to 
Herr Omnes (to use Luther’s phrase for “everyone”) should actually 
have inhibited this very possibility through an insistence upon the neces¬ 
sity of approaching the biblical text in its original languages. Thus 
Zwingli, in his debate against the Anabaptist radicals, insisted that the 
Bible had to be read in its original language if it was to be properly 
understood, and that such understanding could not come about through 
a direct appeal to the Holy Spirit. 51 The unlettered would have to rely 
upon a classical education, rather than a divine linguistic empower¬ 
ment. Similar views were expressed by Luther in the 1524 tract An 
die Ratsherren , in which he argued that Christian schools should be 
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established, in which the classical languages, particularly Greek and 
Hebrew, would be taught. For Luther, the medium through which the 
Holy Spirit operated was die Sprachen. 52 An ignorance of Greek and 
Hebrew was thus effectively an obstacle to the gospel itself 53 Although 
Luther initially appears to have favored the view that all individuals 
could and should read the Bible in the vernacular, and base their 
theology directly upon that reading, he subsequently became somewhat 
skeptical concerning the ability of Herr Omnes to interpret Scripture, 
not least as a result of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1525, which seemed to 
him to rest upon a most distressing misreading and misapplication of 
Scripture, fostered and encouraged by Anabaptist radicals with a clear 
political agenda. 

A study of the school curricula in Lutheran towns makes the im¬ 
portance of this point clear. The Schulordnungen of the Duchy of 
Wiirttemberg (1559) make provision for the New Testament to be 
studied only by the most able students in their final years — and even 
then, the New Testament is to be studied directly only in the original 
Greek, or Latin translation. 14 Less able students are required to study 
Luther’s Smaller Catechism of 1529 instead, which provides such readers 
with a theologically reliable and sanitized prism through which the 
New Testament may be read and understood correctly - that is, in a 
Lutheran manner. As a result, direct engagement with the scriptural 
text is reserved for scholars; others must approach Scripture through 
the ‘‘filter” of the catechism, which provided a framework within 
which Scripture could be interpreted. There is thus a curious twist to 
the Reformation sola scriptura principle, in that the interpretation of 
Scripture was effectively restricted to a limited group of people, rather 
than the body of faithful believers as a whole. The direct engagement 
with the original text was reserved for those with the necessary lin¬ 
guistic abilities - and in this respect, the Reformation followed both 
Erasmus and medieval scholasticism in declining to allow the masses to 
interpret Scripture for themselves. 


The Critique of the Vulgate 

The new interest in the Greek text of the New Testament, evident 
in the later Quattrocento , leading to increasing unease concerning the 
accuracy of the Vulgate translation, had potential theological significance 
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only within the Latin-speaking (i.e., the western) church. The Greek¬ 
speaking (i.e., the eastern) church had always relied directly upon the 
Greek text of the New Testament, rather than upon an intervening 
translation. In that the early western church tended to depend upon 
the eastern for its theology (such as its Christology and Trinitarianism), 
but developed essentially independently in the aftermath of the theo¬ 
logical renaissance of the twelfth century, 55 it is to be expected that 
the most serious difficulties would arise in relation to doctrines that 
developed specifically within the Latin-speaking church during the 
period 1150—1450. It is this period that coincides with the period of 
theological decline or doctrinal corruption identified by the Reformers, 
such as Melanchthon. It will therefore be clear that the new concern 
with, and appreciation of the theological importance of, the Greek text 
of the New Testament was of potential significance in relation to areas 
of doctrine in which development took place within the western church 
during the scholastic period — areas such as Mariology and the theology 
of the sacraments. 

This can be illustrated from some significant translation alterations 
demanded by Valla and Erasmus. In their translations of the original 
Greek of Luke 1.28 (ave gratia plena Dominus tecum), both Valla and 
Erasmus pointed out that the Latin phrase gratia plena was an inaccurate 
translation of the Greek participle, which actually meant “accepted into 
grace,” or “favored.” 56 Thus Erasmus comments somewhat caustically 
on the tendency of “certain theologians, such as Bernard, who philo¬ 
sophize marvellously about these words gratia plena,” diverting their 
readers from the true meaning of the Gospel text. The Greek participle 
should be translated as gratificata, or perhaps as gratiosaT There had 
been a tendency, perhaps more marked in popular than in academic 
Mariology, to treat the phrase as implying that Mary was essentially a 
vessel of grace: this interpretation was now excluded, or at least robbed 
of its initial plausibility, through the new philology. 

Perhaps more significant, however, was the severing of the hitherto 
presumed semantic link between the mental attitude of repentance 
and the sacrament of penance, which had been widely assumed, not 
least on account of the Vulgate translation of Matthew 4.17: “ Exinde 
coepit Jesus praedicare et dicere paenitentiam agite adpropinquavit enim regnum 
caelorum .” This had been taken to imply the need to “do penance” in 
preparation for the coming of the Kingdom of God7 s (The ambiguity 
of the Latin ward poenitentia, which could be translated as the mental 
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state of “repentance,” or the sacrament of “penance,” should be noted.) 
This link was initially weakened, and subsequently eliminated, through 
the rise of the new philology. Thus Erasmus initially translated the 
Greek verb as poeniteat vos (“be penitent”), and subsequently as resipiscite 
(“come to your senses”). Both translations represented a decoupling of 
the inner mental transformation of repentance from the institutional 
ordinance of penance, and pointed to the need for at least some degree 
of theological revision of existing beliefs. 

Perhaps the most debated point to arise from the new approach to 
the Vulgate text was the proper translation of Hebrews 2.7, the sub¬ 
ject of a heated controversy between Lefevre d’Etaples and Erasmus in 
the years 1515—17. 59 Lefevre had noted the discrepancy between the 
Septuagint and the Hebrew versions of Psalm 8.6 in his Quincuplex 
Psalterium of 1509, and that the Letter to the Hebrews, in citing this 
verse, used the Septuagint translation, rather than the Hebrew original 
according to the Massoretic text. Hebrews 2.7 thus declared that Christ 
was “made a little lower than the angels ,” whereas Lefevre argued that 
the text should be corrected to read “made a little lower than God” 
(minuisti eum paulominus a Deo). In his Annotations of 1516, Erasmus 
responded unsympathetically to this suggestion, arguing that the original 
text of Hebrews must be allowed to remain unaltered, despite the fact 
that it contained what seemed, at least on the face of it, to be an error. 60 
In the second edition of his Epistolae Pauli of the same year, Lefevre 
took issue with Erasmus’s response to the difficulty. 61 Such was the 
interest the debate aroused that contemporary exegetes were obliged to 
make reference to the controversy, as may be seen from the comments 
of Wendelin Steinbach and Martin Luther, both writing toward the 
end of the second decade of the century, For Steinbach - a convinced 
adherent of the via moderna , and hence inclined to emphasize the import¬ 
ance of the determinationes ecclesiae - the continued use of the Vulgate 
was justified on account of the authority of the church, and the long¬ 
standing use of the Vulgate text in theological debates: “ sufficit nobis 
auctoritatis ecclesiae et usus multorum temporum in ecclesia Dei legencium, ut 
nostra habet translacio .” 62 Luther, discussing the question at some length, 63 
demonstrates that the intricacies of the technical philological debate (not 
to mention the details of the personal rancor that developed between 
Lefevre d’Etaples and Erasmus) were fully appreciated at Wittenberg. 64 

The importance of this debate lies in its relevance to the new under¬ 
standing of the nature of exegesis in the early sixteenth century. Whereas 
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earlier generations of exegetes had tended to confine themselves to 
the repetition of the views of the Glossa Ordinaria or other established 
authorities, the humanist exegetes concerned themselves directly with 
the original biblical texts in their original languages. The growing 
awareness of the inaccuracy and inadequacy of the Vulgate inevitably 
raised questions in the minds of exegetes concerning its theological 
reliability and authority. Unless theology and exegesis were to become 
divorced, as disciplines of no relevance to each other, it was clear that 
some accommodation to the new humanist exegetical methods was 
necessary. But it must not be thought that theologians alone were 
confronted with a dilemma through the philological and textual work 
of the humanists. Precisely the same difficulties were being raised through 
the work of French humanist jurists. 

The early sixteenth century saw a major controversy develop within 
legal circles concerning the nature of law. The older Italian school ( mos 
italicus ) was based upon the glosses and commentaries of the medieval 
jurists, whereas the rival French school, developing at Bourges in the 
early sixteenth century (mos gallicus) appealed directly to the original 
legal sources of antiquity. 65 This may be illustrated from Guillaume 
Bude’s Annotations in quattuor et vigintii Pandectarum libros (1508), in 
which this leading French humanist jurist bypassed the glosses of 
Accursius and Bartholus on the Justinian Pandects in order to engage 
directly with the original texts themselves. Critical source studies were 
thus substituted for glossing or commenting. 66 The theological signi¬ 
ficance of this technique was not overlooked by Bude: in 1526, he 
re-edited his Annotations, and applied the same techniques to the Vulgate 
text. In many respects, the mos gallicus parallels the new humanist 
approach to Scripture, in which the original text is addressed directly, 
and interpreted on the basis of scientific philological and historical 
methods, whereas the mos italicus parallels the older scholastic approach 
to Scripture, in which the original text is approached through a “filter” 
of glosses (such as the Glossa Ordinaria) or commentaries, which are 
invested with the accumulated authority of tradition. 

The tension between the mos gallicus and mos italicus in fourteenth- 
century jurisprudence also points to another factor relevant to the 
present study. Although the new philological and exegetical techniques 
that were destined to exercise so powerful an influence over early 
sixteenth-century humanism were developed in Italy, they were not 
applied there, neither in matters of theology nor jurisprudence. Valla’s 
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Collado of 1444, it may be recalled, was not published until 1505, 
when Erasmus discovered a manuscript of the work in the library of 
the Praetermonstratensians near Louvain. 67 The rapid development of 
“sacred philology” — in relation to which the publication (by Erasmus) 
of Valla’s Adnotationes (1505), Reuchlin’s De rudimends Hebraicis (1506) 
and Psalterium Quincuplex (1512), and Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum 
omne (1516), are milestones - although originally based upon Italian 
ideas and methods, received its fullest development in northern Europe. 
The ideas of the Renaissance appear to have made their way north of 
the Alps through the interchange of persons, the exchange of letters, 
and through manuscripts and printed works, 68 and to have exercised a 
greater influence upon jurisprudence and theology in England, France, 
the Lowlands, and Germany than in their native Italy. The influence of 
John Colet at Oxford, 69 Lefevre d’Etaples at Paris, 7 " Johannes Reuchlin 
at Wiirttemberg, 71 and the philosophia Chrisd of Erasmus throughout 
much of Europe, 72 bears testimony to the vitality and creativity of 
humanism in Northern Europe, and is indicative of the potential influ¬ 
ence of the new historical and philological techniques upon biblical 
exegesis - and hence theological speculation. 

The rapid developments in “sacred philology” in northern Europe 
in the first and second decades of the sixteenth century thus called into 
question the scriptural basis of a number of doctrines, even if it did 
not necessarily totally undermine them. For the humanists, whatever 
authority Scripture might possess derived from the original texts in 
their original languages, rather than from the Vulgate, which was in¬ 
creasingly recognized as unreliable and inaccurate. In that the catholic 
church continued to insist that the Vulgate was a doctrinally normative 
translation, a tension inevitably developed between humanist biblical 
scholarship and catholic theology. It is therefore significant that the first 
generation of Reformers, in both Germany and Switzerland, were 
people who had generally been deeply influenced by the “new philo¬ 
logy.” Luther in particular regarded the rise of “sacred philology” (die 
Sprachen) as nothing less than providentially ordained, in that the divine 
wisdom and providence had provided the means by which a much- 
needed purification and reform of doctrine might come about. 73 Through 
immediate access to the original text in the original language, the 
theologian could wrestle directly with the “Word of God,” 74 unhin¬ 
dered by “filters” of glosses and commentaries that placed the views 
of previous interpreters between the exegete and the text. For the 
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Reformers, “sacred philology” provided the key by means of which 
the theologian could break free from the confines of medieval exegesis, 
and return adfontes to the title deeds of the Christian faith rather than 
their medieval expressions, to forge once more the authentic theology 
of the early church. 

Yet Erasmus’s criticism of the Vulgate text extended far beyond his 
insistence that it represented an inaccurate translation of the original 
biblical languages. For Erasmus, it was important to consult original 
Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, in order to ensure that the 
Greek text that the Vulgate purported to translate was indeed accur¬ 
ately established. 71 Unfortunately, Erasmus encountered difficulties at 
this point. Many of the best manuscripts of the New Testament books 
had been loaned by the Vatican to the group of scholars working at 
Alcala de Henares to produce what became known as the Complutensian 
Polyglot - a work that was set in type by 1517, but was not printed 
until March 1522, due to delays in procuring the necessary papal 
licence. Erasmus was obliged, in consequences, to make the best use 
of whatever texts he could lay his hands on. As far as can be seen, 
Erasmus used six cursive Greek manuscripts for his editorial work, 
most dating from the eleventh or twelfth centuries and most of which 
represent the Byzantine Imperial text, now widely recognized to be 
the poorest of the New Testament textual traditions - thus bequeath¬ 
ing his successors the mammoth task of correcting this textus receptus 
against the superior Alexandrian and western traditions. 76 Yet Eramus’s 
editorial work was so poor that the textus receptus was not even a 
reliable witness to the Byzantine text, includings readings found in 
no known witness to that text. The most recent study of Erasmus’s 
editorial work suggests that there are 1,838 points of difference between 
Erasmus’s text and the most reliable version of the Byzantine text. 77 In 
addition to these discrepancies, Erasmus’s printed text included several 
thousand typographical errors, the source of considerable irritation to 
his admirers and amusement to his critics. 

Although we have a good understanding of the critical principles 
that would have guided Erasmus’s editing of these texts, 78 he does not 
appear to have been able to implement these fully due to lack of 
an adequate number of reliable sources. Erasmus’s earlier editing of 
the Senecan Lucubrationes had proceeded on the basis of a mere two 
manuscripts; 79 the textual variances, however, were less than those he 
had to face in the case of the New Testament. The resulting text was, 
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in Erasmus’s own words, praecipitatum verms quant editum — “thrown 
together, rather than edited” — and shows the marks of hasty editing at 
point after point. 

Examples of Erasmus’s questionable editing are not difficult to dis¬ 
cern. He was obliged to borrow a single text of the Revelation of 
St John from his colleague Reuchlin; 80 this text lacked its final page, 
containing the last six verses of this biblical work (Revelation 22:16— 
21). Undeterred, Erasmus simply translated the Vulgate version of these 
verses into Greek, introducing some errors in doing so. This “facti¬ 
tious” approach to the editorial process was replicated elsewhere. For 
example, Erasmus added what is now Acts 8:37 to his Greek text, 
despite the virtual absence of any textual support in the Greek manu¬ 
script tradition, apparently regarding the occurrence of the verse in the 
Vulgate as adequate grounds for its inclusion. Similarly, Acts 9:6 was 
interpolated from the Vulgate, despite its absence from the Greek 
originals. Yet Erasmus chose to omit the “Johannine Comma” (1 John 
5:7-8, using the traditional numbering system) because there was no 
support for the text in the Greek manuscripts at his disposal. 81 The 
doxology of Paul’s letter to the Romans, which the Byzantine text 
places at the end of the fourteenth chapter, was relocated to the end of 
the sixteenth, following the Vulgate. 

Despite these many flaws, Erasmus’s criticism of the Vulgate sent 
shock waves throughout the more conservative sections of the European 
church. His insistence that historical and philological considerations 
take priority over their theological counterparts was widely seen as a 
challenge to the received orthodoxy of the medieval church. Martin 
Dorp argued that Erasmus was incorrect to rely upon purely philolo¬ 
gical considerations in his textual and exegetical work; the theologian 
must take precedence over the grammarian. 82 Jacobus Lopez de Stunica, 
an editor of the forthcoming Complutensian Polyglot, criticized 
Erasmus’s text for various faults, and for the omission of the clause in 1 
John 5:7-8. His Annotationes contra Erasmum Roterodamum (1520) raised 
questions over Erasmus’s philological competence, while simultan¬ 
eously expressing nervousness concerning the theological implications 
of Inis proposed translation changes. 83 Edward Lee, later to become 
Archbishop of York, concentrated his critical energies on demonstrat¬ 
ing the unacceptable theological results of the Erasmian enterprise. 84 

Yet the damage was done. With the growing recognition that cer¬ 
tain hitherto uncontested theological beliefs rested on translation errors, 
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an agenda for reform had been set. The demand that Scripture be read 
in its original languages had opened a Pandora’s box. What else might 
follow from this new understanding of what the term scriptura entailed? 
Scripture was widely regarded as the sole materially sufficient theolo¬ 
gical source in the later medieval period — a factor that goes some 
considerable way toward explaining the crisis occasioned within early 
sixteenth-century theology as humanist textual and philological invest¬ 
igations increasingly challenged the prevailing view that “Scripture” 
could be identified with “the Vulgate text.” 

Thus far, we have concentrated on issues concerning the text of 
Scripture, and how it is to be translated. Yet the religious controversies 
of the sixteenth century also witnessed a renewed interest in the im¬ 
portance of tradition in relation to the explication and application of 
Scripture. In the light of the importance of this issue for a number 
of Reformation issues, including the way in which the sola scriptura 
principle is to be understood, and especially the role of the church 
fathers in theological reflection, we may now turn to deal with the 
medieval debates over the theological significance of tradition. 


The Concept of Tradition 

One of the most enduring stereotypes of the relation between the 
Reformation and the late medieval period is that the latter is character¬ 
ized by an appeal to both Scripture and tradition as theological sources, 
whereas the former appealed to Scripture alone (sola scriptura). The 
Council of Trent, in its decree on Scripture and tradition, has generally 
been regarded as endorsing the medieval view in recognizing these two 
distinct theological sources. The Refonnation, therefore, may be regarded 
as marking a break with the medieval period in this important respect, 
so that Wycliffe and Huss may therefore be regarded as “Forerunners 
of the Reformation.” 83 Influential though this stereotype has been 
on shaping both scholarly and popular perceptions of both the late 
medieval era and the Reformation in the early twentieth century, it is 
becoming increasingly clear that it simply cannot stand up to critical 
examination. The medieval period in general was characterized by its 
general conviction that Scripture was the sole material base of Christian 
theology, thus forcing us to reconsider what, if anything, was distinct¬ 
ive concerning the Reformation principle of sola scriptura , 86 
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Recent studies have indicated a general medieval consensus on the 
material sufficiency of Scripture — in other words, that Scripture con¬ 
tained all truths that are necessary for salvation . 87 Thus Duns Scotus 
affirms that “theology does not concern anything except what is con¬ 
tained in Scripture, and what may be drawn [elici] from this,’’ the latter 
being “contained there virtualiter” ss Indeed, it is evident from even the 
most superficial reading of late medieval sources that Scripture, and 
Scripture alone , was regarded as the materially sufficient source and norm 
of Christian theology . 89 No other theological source could be regarded 
as having this status. Is not this what is expressed by the Reformation 
principle of sola scriptural The situation is, in fact, considerably more 
complex, both in relation to the later medieval period and the Reforma¬ 
tion itself, and the question demands discussion in more detail. 

An important attempt to clarify the question of the relation between 
Scripture and tradition in late medieval theological method was made 
by Heiko A. Oberman , 90 with potentially significant consequences for 
our understanding of the intellectual origins of the Reformation. 
Oberman draws attention to two main understandings of this relation 
in the period, while noting the difficulties attending this division. 

The first view, which Oberman designates “Tradition I,” treats 
Scripture and tradition as coinherent or coterminous. The second view, 
which Oberman terms “Tradition II,” recognizes an extrascriptural oral 
tradition as a theological source, in addition to, and not necessarily 
coinherent or coterminous with, Scripture itself. It is in connection 
with this second view of the relation of Scripture and tradition that 
several influential studies have located the seeds of the disintegration of 
the medieval synthesis . 91 To clarify the situation, we shall consider the 
“single source” and “two sources” theories (i.e., those that Oberman 
designates as “Tradition I” and “Tradition II” respectively) as they 
developed in the medieval period. 

The anti-Gnostic polemic of the early church led to the develop¬ 
ment of a regula fidei, by which Scripture as received by the church was 
regarded as embodying the Christian kerygma in a materially sufficient 
manner . 92 Although the idea is particularly associated with Irenaeus of 
Lyons , 93 it rapidly became a central theme of the early church’s defense 
of orthodoxy against threats from within and without the Christian 
community. All truths that were in any sense necessary to salvation 
were those given publicly and directly in Scripture, or that could be 
directly inferred from that same Scripture. Christian theology was thus 
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essentially the exegesis of Scripture within the context of the church . 94 
This view, although having its origins in the patristic era, was widely 
accepted in the Middle Ages. Thus Gerald of Bologna, writing in the 
early fourteenth century, drew attention to the organic relation of 
Scripture and church, indicating their mutual dependency . 95 Oberman, 
however, argues that this early medieval consensus gradually disinteg¬ 
rated through the adoption of the “two source” theory of the canonists. 
In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when theologians appear to 
have adopted a “single source” theory, the canonists (such as Ivo of 
Chartres and Gratian of Bologna) began to develop a “two source” 
theory, based upon both Scripture and tradition . 96 According to 
Oberman, when the influence of the canonists was at its greatest in the 
fourteenth century, “the canon-law tradition started to feed into the 
theological tradition .” 97 In other words, at a time when the theories of 
the canon lawyer were held in high esteem, theologians began to adopt 
their methods. 

Oberman points to the patristic writer Basil of Caesarea as the ulti¬ 
mate source of this development. Basil traced certain liturgical and 
theological developments — such as the affirmation of the full divinity 
of the Holy Spirit — back to an unwritten tradition, and argued that 
ecclesiastical traditions, whether written or oral, were to be treated 
with respect by the faithful . 98 In taking up this text and its associated 
concept of oral tradition, the canonists were, according to Oberman, 
recognizing two sources of divine revelation, and thus foreshadowing 
later medieval theology in this respect. 

It would seem, however, that Oberman has seriously misunderstood 
the nature and function of canon law in making this assertion. It is 
certainly true that Gratian frequently refers to canon law as divina lex — 
but this does not mean that he regarded it as having the status of divine 
revelation. For Gratian, canon law drew upon two sources: Scripture 
and mores , this latter meaning “customary practice” or “human law”: 
“Humanum genus duobus regitur, naturali videlicet iure et moribus. Ius naturale 
est quod in lege et evangelio continetur .”" In other words, canon law is 
concerned with the natural law (that is, immutable, divinely revealed 
law) and with human law. This latter - and this latter alone - was 
subject to revision and amendment by the pope, who had no authority 
to deny or modify divinely revealed truth. The canonists therefore 
attempted to distinguish what was divine (and hence permanent) from 
what was human (and hence transitory) in the field of canon law. 
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It will be apparent that a clear distinction between theology and law , 
between doctrine and discipline, is presupposed by this approach. Thus 
in distinction 19 of the Decretum, Gratian insists upon the doctrinal 
authority of Scripture, while in the following distinction, he goes on 
to affirm the judicial authority of the pope — without being guilty of 
any inconsistency in this matter. Two different spheres of authority - 
doctrinal and judicial - are envisaged, which may overlap at points 
— for example, in the question of identifying heresy, when theological 
criteria are deployed to identify that a given movement is indeed a 
heresy, prior to invoking the judicial process to deal with the heresies 
thus uncovered. At this point, the pope’s authority as the interpreter of 
Scripture was conceded. Brian Tierney has drawn our attention to a 
text that insists upon the priority of Scripture in matters of doctrine 
(priinum locum etprincipale obtineat lex naturalis, vetus testamentum et novum), 
while conceding that at points at which the biblical text is obscure 
or problematic, the authority of the pope as the ultimate interpreter of 
Scripture must be acknowledged (in obscuris scripturis et maxi me circa 
articulos fidei maioris auctoritatis esset interpretatio papae). 100 This authority, 
however, relates to the pope as the interpreter of Scripture, and not as 
the source of an extrascriptural tradition. Oberman seems to miss this 
point, as is evident from his interpretion of Ambrosius of Speier’s 
remarks, restating precisely the position we have just noted, as “a very 
sharp and most succinct formulation of Tradition II” 101 (in other words, 
the “two source” theory), whereas it is evident that Ambrosius is 
merely restating the common view of the pope’s role as arbiter in 
disputed matters of doctrine. 

A further point of relevance to this matter concerns the weighting to 
be given to various sources of ecclesiastical authority, a point frequently 
discussed by the canonists." 12 At no stage are papal decretals treated as 
having anything even approaching the status of Scripture. Theological 
authority is understood to be primarily invested in Scripture itself, and 
only in a derivative and restricted manner in the decisions of the 


103 


pope. 

There are, however, passages in the fourteenth-century decretalist 
writings suggesting that the pope was at liberty to “dispense from 
Scripture” - that is, to go against the obvious sense of Scripture at 
points where the context seemed to require it. 104 This suggestion has 
been treated by some scholars as implying that the pope was regarded 
as embodying a second source of divine revelation, in addition to 
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Scripture. A closer examination of the decretalist sources, however, 
indicates that the pope was regarded as having such liberty only in the 
limited sphere of ecclesiastical discipline, not in the more complex 
sphere of doctrine. 

The question at stake thus did not concern the eternal truths 
of doctrine (in which the pope, like everyone else, was regarded as 
absolutely bound by scriptural revelation), but concerned the lesser 
(though clearly important and practical) question of whether a given 
scriptural text was intended to establish an absolute and permanently 
binding law, valid for all time, or simply to define a provisional code of 
conduct for the early church (or the Israelites, if the Old Testament is 
involved), which served as a nothing more than a point of departure 
for contemporary reflection on the same issue. This question was gener¬ 
ally discussed in relation to whether the scriptural prescriptions con¬ 
cerning candidates for ordination might be relaxed (which is not a 
matter of doctrine). Thus the New Testament lays down that bishops 
should only be married to one wife, apparently ruling out bigamous 
individuals from senior church office — an issue that appeared to cause 
Lucius III some sleepless nights, given the situation of one of his senior 
clergy. 105 The power to “dispense from Scripture” was not regarded 
as in any way enabling the pope to act as a second source of divine 
revelation in matters of doctrine, but simply as conceding that an 
absolute biblical literalism in matters of church discipline was an imposs¬ 
ibility at the time. This naturally raised the question of who might 
function as the interpreter of Scripture at such points. As with other 
disputed matters of biblical interpretation, the recognition of the need 
for a final court of appeal was regarded as an endorsement of, rather 
than as a challenge to, the primacy of Scripture. 

The debate between John XXII and the Franciscans over the ques¬ 
tion of “the absolute poverty of Christ” served to clarify the relation 
between pope and Scripture, and to eliminate a possible misunder¬ 
standing that had gained some credence in the previous century. John 
insisted that Scripture was the sole essential foundation upon which 
articles of faith might be based, and argued that the Franciscans, by 
their irresponsible appeal to Scripture, called into question both the 
source of doctrine and the articles of faith based upon it. 1 " 6 In making 
this assertion, John further clarified the position of Alexander Ill’s 
decretal Cum Christo (1170), directed against the Christological nihil¬ 
ism of Peter Lombard (the view quod Christus secundum quod est homo 
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non est aliud). Although Alexander in fact did nothing other than re¬ 
affirm the Chalcedonian principle, that Christ was nevus dens et verus 
homo, some canonists appear to have interpreted him as introducing a 
new article of faith. Thus Guido de Baysio reports an earlier canonist 
(identified simply as “Alanus”) as drawing the conclusion “et ita papa 
potest facere novos articulos jidei” This interpretation of the signicance 
of Cum Christo, which is clearly incorrect, was emphatically excluded 
by early fourteenth-century canonists, at the insistence of John XXII. 
Thus Zenzellinus de Cassanis insisted that the pope had not, and never 
could have, powers to innovate in matters of doctrine: “Non credas 
papam posse facere articulum per quern nova fides inducatur aut veritatis fidei 
detrahatur aliquid vel accrescat qua ad substantiam. ,,m As Zenzellinus made 
clear, the only basis of Christian theology was Scripture: “ Fides nisi per 
scripturam sacram prohari penes homines non possit.” There is simply no 
trace of a “two sources” theory to be found in these ideas: indeed, 
it may be argued that it was those who were opposed to John XXII 
(primarily Franciscans, such as William of Ockham) who were obliged 
to develop a “two source” theory, in that the “single source” theory so 
evidently failed to give an adequate basis to their views on the poverty 
of Christ. 

Breviscoxa adduces the following argument for the “two source” 
theory, which indicates the close connection between theology and 
canon law: 

Catholics are obliged to believe the doctrinal pronouncements of the 
pope so long as they assert nothing which is contrary to the will of God. 

We know that catholics are obliged to obey these laws through canon 
law. Therefore, we know that they are also bound to believe doctrinal 

109 

pronouncements. 

In that we have discussed the points raised by this argument above, its 
weakness is at once apparent, in that the practice referred to was 
regarded by the canonists as concerning the canonical enforcement of papal 
doctrinal pronouncements made within the context of a “single source” theory of 
theological sources. A similar point emerges from Gabriel Biel’s discussion 
of the same thesis. Biel notes that the time and place of the institution 
of the sacraments of baptism and confirmation are unknown, yet it 
must be believed that they were instituted. An appeal to an unwritten 
tradition relieves this difficulty. 110 
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This discussion calls into question Oberman’s analysis of the precise 
relation between Scripture and tradition in the fourteenth century. 
Oberman clearly assumes that the “two source” theory derives from 
the canon law tradition — whereas the decretals and decretalists do not 
appear to endorse the concept of an extrascriptural doctrinal source. 
Oberman’s confusion over this important point appears to arise from a 
failure to discriminate between the permanent truths of doctrine and 
the provisional rulings of church discipline. In fairness to Oberman, we 
may point out that there were many in the fourteenth century who 
shared more or less the same confusion. Thus John Wycliffe appears to 
have assumed that papal decretals were regarded by his opponents as 
having the same authority as Holy Scripture: as any decretal could be 
revoked at any time, this position seemed to him to be absurd, in that 
it implied that allegedly permanent theological truths could be altered 
at will. 111 And absurd it would have been — but this is not what the 
canonists were suggesting. 

Oberman’s thesis concerning “Tradition II” (the “two source” theory), 
however, is not invalidated through the demonstration of the inaccu¬ 
racy of his opinions concerning its origins. Whatever the origins of 
the “two source” theory may have been, the late medieval tradition 
unquestionably included representatives of a school that insisted that 
“there are many truths which are necessary for salvation which are 
neither contained in Scripture, nor which are necessary consequences 
of its contents.” 112 But what, it may reasonably be asked, are these 
truths? In his analysis of this question, Breviscoxa gives seven main 
lines of argumentation for this “more probable” view of the relation 
between Scripture and tradition. He includes three examples of truths 
that are neither included in Scripture, nor can be necessarily deduced 
from it: “The Apostles’ Creed was drawn up by the apostles”; “The 
See of Peter was translated from Antioch to Rome”; “The Roman 
popes succeed Peter.” If these are illustrative of the truths that may 
be derived from this theological source, it will be evident that they 
contain little of significance for our more specifically theological purposes. 

But is this really tantamount to a “two source” theory? If the truths 
of Christian theology were to be arranged hierarchically, such “truths” 
(which often appear to be nothing more than “truisms”) would not be 
expected to feature prominently. To use Biel’s categories, they would 
appear to belong to fides implicita , rather than fides explicita. This point 
appears to be recognized by the proponents of this theory (such as 
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Breviscoxa), who graded the truths of Christian theology hierarchically, 
with those truths found in Scripture, or deducible from it, constituting 
the first rank. Thus, as de Vooght points out, the idea of “unwritten 
tradition” tended to be employed in subsidiary areas of Christian 
theology — for example, in relation to the practice of extreme unction, 
the consecration of the chalice, and the validity of indulgences. 114 
This “source” was not used, for instance, to establish the Mariological 
doctrines that represent one of the areas of genuine theological innova¬ 
tion or development within the medieval period. As Schiissler notes, a 
critical analysis of the discussion of the concept of an “extrabiblical 
tradition” in the later Middle Ages indicates that the concept actually 
had considerably less theological weight than might have been ex¬ 
pected, 111 and that it was invoked primarily in relation to matters of 
liturgical custom and church discipline, rather than doctrine. 


The Principle Sola Scrip turn 

“Ipsa [ theologia ] est solum de his quae in sacra scriptura revelantur et de 
his quae p os sunt elici ex ipsis illatione necessaria et evidenti .” 116 For many 
theologians of the later medieval period, the material sufficiency of 
Scripture as a theological source was tantamount to the assertion that 
theology was essentially nothing other than the exposition of Scripture 

4 1-7 

within the sphere of the church. This is not to say that the later 
medieval period was characterized by homogeneity or general con¬ 
sensus concerning this point. Three broad schools of thought on the 
matter may be discerned within the later medieval period. 118 

1 The later Franciscan school and via moderna tended to develop an 
ecclesiastical positivism, which laid considerable emphasis upon the 
determinations ecclesiae. In this, they may be regarded as developing 
Bonaventure’s principle concerning the consensus ecclesiae , enunci¬ 
ated in connection with the verbal formula employed in baptism. 119 

2 The Thomists laid considerable emphasis upon the coinherence, if 
not identity, of Scripture and theology, with due recognition being 
given to the role of the pope as an arbiter in disputed or obscure 
matters of theology. 

3 Perhaps most interesting is the tendency of the medieval Augustin- 
ian tradition, initially with Giles of Rome and subsequently with 
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Gregory of Rimini and the schola Augustiniana moderna, to emphas¬ 
ize that the basis of Christian theology was scriptura sola, with a 
corresponding tendency to minimize other elements in theology, 
such as the determinationes ecclesiae or metaphysical concepts. 120 

Neither the slogan sola scriptura, nor the polemical distance this slogan 
proposes with reference to unwritten traditions or other putative sources 
of doctrine, is therefore to be regarded as an innovation introduced by 
the Reformation, nor as an adequate distinguishing criterion of the 
movement in relation to late medieval Catholicism. At this point, as at 
so many others, the Reformation must be regarded as a continuation of 
existing dialogs and debates within the ample girth of late medieval 
theology. In particular, it points to a particular affinity between the 
Wittenberg Reformation and the schola Augustiniana moderna. This 
observation naturally raises once more the all-important question of 
the relation of the Reformers to the schola Augustiniana moderna, dis¬ 
cussed at some length in chapter 3, and thus assumes an additional 
significance: can the scriptural positivism of the early Reformation be 
ascribed to the influence of this, or a comparable, element of late 
medieval thought? 

There are certainly reasons for supposing that one element of the 
scriptural positivism of the schola Augustiniana moderna - the radical 
critique of the role of Aristotle in theological speculation — was known 
to the young Luther. 121 In his marginal comments on the Sentences 
(1509—10), Luther appears to parallel Hugolino of Orvieto’s critique 
of Aristotle. 122 What is particularly significant is the observation that 
although Luther criticized Aristotle frequently from 1509 onwards, his 
reasons for doing so underwent a radical alteration in the period 15Id¬ 
ly. 12 ' Although Luther initially criticized Aristotle for reasons similar to 
those given by Hugolino, his subsequent criticisms - particularly after 
1516 - were made on the basis of his new soteriological insights, 
arising from his discovery of the “righteousness of God.” While Luther’s 
early critique of Aristotle appears to rest on revelational considerations, 
these give way to more penetrating criticisms grounded on soteriological 
foundations. On the basis of the marginal comments on the Sentences, 
Luther’s overall attitude toward Scripture is difficult to correlate with 
the specific schools typical of the later medieval period. In the Dictata 
super Psalterum, however, these attitudes are clarified, and allow us to 
relate Luther to his late medieval context with greater accuracy. 
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Luther’s early views on scriptural exegesis are basically those that 
Oberman designates as “Tradition I” (the “single source” theory). Luther 
upholds the material sufficiency of Holy Scripture, as understood by 
the fathers and doctors of the church; in the case of disagreement 
between these interpreters, the final authority must be regarded as 
resting within Scripture itself 124 Nevertheless, it is the regulafidei of the 
church that determines the limits within which the interpretation of 
Scripture may proceed: 121 “ Extra enirn ecclesiam non est cognitio vera Dei” 126 
The mutual coinherence of Scripture and tradition is here clearly 
affirmed, in terms indicating that Luther stands in the “Tradition I” line 
associated with Bradwardine, Wycliffe, 127 Huss, Wessel Gansfort, and 
theologians of the schola Augustiniana moderna. Luther appears to dem¬ 
onstrate continuity in this important respect with a well-established 
line of interpretation of the nature and identity of the sources of 
theology associated with the later medieval period. 

If the sixteenth century saw the continuation of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth-century debate over the relation between Scripture and tradi¬ 
tion, it becomes increasingly important to identify what, if any, novel 
elements were introduced into the discussion by the Reformers. One 
obvious difference concerns the extent to which the “Scripture principle” 
was applied. It is certainly true that the sola scriptura principle was em¬ 
ployed more radically by the early Reformed theologians than had ever 
been previously envisaged. The importance of the “Scripture principle” 
in the Swiss Reformation, following the Zurich disputation of January 
29, 1523, has already been noted (see pp. 44-5). The “Zurich disputation 
decision” — the mandate to preach on the basis of Scripture alone, which 
rapidly became the basis of similar decisions elsewhere in Switzerland 
and southern Germany 128 — represents an important milestone in the 
political development of the Reformation, but it does not primarily 
concern the intellectual origins of the Reformation. 

Nevertheless, it is significant that the origins of the early Reformed 
church may be explained, at least in part, through the intensification of 
one significant element of late medieval theology (Tradition I), whereas 
the Tridentine decree on Scripture and tradition may equally be re¬ 
garded as the intensification of a quite different element (Tradition II) 
which now seemed particularly apposite as a polemical device capable 
of countering the theological views of the Reformers. “ For the early 
Reformed theologians, Scripture was now the touchstone of matters of 
church order and morality, as well as of theology (and in this, as is 
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indicated below, there may well be some considerable degree of con¬ 
tinuity between the early Reformed theologians and late medieval 
thinkers such as Wycliffe and Huss). The expansion of the areas in 
which Scripture was recognized to be competent is one of the most 
significant features of the early Reformed church: even the authority 
and interpretation of Scripture were held to be based upon Scripture 
itself, and not upon the church - scriptura sui ipsius interpres. 

This does not, however, account for the intellectual origins of the 
Lutheran Reformation. In his remarkably perceptive account of the 
relation between the sola scriptura principle and the Lutheran Reforma¬ 
tion, Kropatschek observed that the principle — which he rightly saw 
to have been a theological commonplace in the medieval period — 
was rendered sterile and useless through the absence of a proper 
hermeneutical scheme by which it might be interpreted. 130 For Wycliffe 
and others, Scripture is interpreted as nothing more and nothing less 
than lex divina , to be contrasted with the lex humana of papal regula¬ 
tions and pronouncements. 131 Noting that Wycliffe is rightly regarded 
as an exponent of the “Scripture principle,” he pointed out that 
Wycliffe’s theology is thoroughly moralist in its general tone, with no 
distinction being recognized between lex and evangelium. 132 

A similar point may be made with regard to Huss, who treated 
Scripture as lex Dei , which was to be opposed to leges humanas deriving 
from the pope. 133 Scripture is thus treated as a divinely given source 
of law, of morals, of rules for the regulation of human behavior, 
superior to those laws and customs determined by human authority 
within the church. In many respects, the early radical proponents of 
the sola scriptura principle (such as Wycliffe and Huss) may be regarded 
as extending the scope of Scripture to embrace discipline, as well as 
doctrine, thus calling into question the methods of the decretalists and 
canon lawyers. In this respect, they may be regarded as forerunners of 
the Swiss Reformation (and how often the moralism of that Reforma¬ 
tion in its early phase has been noted!) - but not of the Lutheran 
Reformation. The equation of lex , scriptura , and evangelium , implicit 
(and often explicitly stated) in the writings of such late medieval theo¬ 
logians was actually, if anything, a hindrance (rather than a catalyst) to 
the emergence of the reforming theology at Wittenberg. The crucial 
question at Wittenberg was not simply that of the status of Scripture, as 
how it was to be interpreted - a scholarly question that is all too frequently 
neglected, and one to which we now turn. 
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The Interpretation of Scripture 


Neither establishing and translating the text of Scripture, nor recogniz¬ 
ing its material sufficiency as a theological source, exhausts the issues 
attending its theological application. The critical question remains: how 
is Scripture to be interpreted ? The Reformation principle of sola scriptura 
is rendered either meaningless or unusable without a reliable hermen¬ 
eutical program. Scripture might indeed contain (or even be identical 
with) the Word of God — but an inability to interpret Scripture inevit¬ 
ably precludes access to that Word. In that Scripture was regarded as 
the primary foundation of theology throughout the medieval period, 
including the foundational era of the Reformation, it will be clear 
that an examination of biblical hermeneutics in the late medieval and 
Reformation periods is an integral part of this present study. The 
hermeneutical presuppositions of theologians inevitably exercise con¬ 
siderable influence over their theological conclusions. In this chap¬ 
ter, I propose to consider both the traditional medieval hermeneutical 
techniques and the new literary methods introduced by the humanists, 
with a view to establishing the relation of the hermeneutical methods 
of the Reformers to those of the late medieval period. We may there¬ 
fore turn to consider the standard medieval hermeneutical tool: the 
Quadriga. 


Scholasticism: The Fourfold Sense of Scripture 

The difficulty of interpreting the different literary styles within both 
Old and New Testaments was recognized from the time of Clement of 
Alexandria and Origen onwards. 1 The distinction between the “literal” 
and “allegorical” (which initially appears to have meant little more than 
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“nonliteral”) sense of Scripture originates from this period, and would 
surface as an issue of some importance in the Arian controversy of the 
fourth century. 2 It was, however, Augustine who transmitted to the 
medieval period the idea that there were a number of higher (that is, 
nonliteral) senses of Scripture, an idea that eventually became formal¬ 
ized in the hermeneutical device of the “fourfold sense of Scripture,” 
or Quadriga: In addition to the literal sense, three spiritual senses were 
to be distinguished: the allegorical which concerns what is believed; the 
anagogical , which concerns what is hoped for; and the tropological, which 
concerns moral conduct. 4 The relation between these four senses was 
often summarized in the lines of the thirteenth-century Dominican, 
Augustine of Denmark: 

Littera gesta docet; quid credas allegoria, 

Moralis quid agas; quo tendis, anagogia. 5 

In order to prevent such a hermeneutical scheme degenerating into 
the arbitrary personal interpretation of Scripture, the theologians of 
the period insisted upon the priority of the literal sense of Scripture: 
nothing could be believed on the basis of any of the three spiritual 
senses of Scripture unless it had first been established on the basis of 
the literal sense. 6 In effect, this hermeneutical scheme was primarily 
intended to allow otherwise obscure, or apparently irrelevant, portions 
of Scripture to be harmonized with those whose meaning was clearer: 
a failure to permit such harmonization would be tantamount to con¬ 
ceding that theology was concerned merely with certain biblical texts, 
rather than the entire canon of Scripture. 

This fourfold hermeneutical scheme is employed by the young Luther 
in his exposition of the Psalter in the period 1513—15. 7 Here the 
Quadriga is employed in keeping with the medieval tradition: thus, for 
example, Luther insists that the three spiritual senses are subordinate to 
the literal (historical) sense. 8 Indeed, even as late as 1519, Luther was 
prepared to defend the value of the Quadriga as an exegetical aid, 
provided that it was not abused. 9 Luther’s use of this standard medieval 
hermeneutical device is of importance in relation to his deliberations 
concerning the meaning of the phrase “the righteousness of God” 

(iustitia Dei), in that some scholars have argued that Luther’s theological 
breakthrough is a consequence of his recognition of the priority of the 
tropological sense of the phrase, which is interpreted as “faith in Christ” 
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(fides Christi). 10 Although this suggestion is questionable, it nevertheless 
indicates the importance of Luther’s hermeneutical continuity with the 
medieval period to the study of his theological development. 

In fact, it seems that Luther’s early hermeneutics were considerably 
influenced by developments in the period 1503—15, which identified 
a crucial problem relating to the first of the four senses of Scripture — 
the literal sense. In that the remaining three senses were ultimately 
dependent upon this first sense, its importance in relation to the use of 
the Quadriga was considerable. The key development of the period was 
the emergence of a clear distinction between the “letter” and the 
“spirit” of Scripture. 


Humanism: The Letter and the Spirit 

The rise of the new humanist philological and textual techniques in the 
first two decades of the sixteenth century resulted in a new interest 
in the literal sense of Scripture. Thus whereas in his Enchiridion of 1503 
Erasmus had shown a marked predilection for the spiritual sense of 
Scripture, 11 he subsequently came to lay increasing emphasis upon its 
grammatical sense. The literal sense, he now believed, could be un¬ 
covered through the application of the methods of literary and textual 
criticism. 12 For this reason, the exegete had to be competent in the 

A <2 

sacred languages. While showing himself aware of the Quadriga , 
Erasmus criticizes it in several respect, especially in that it lends itself to 
a theologically driven hermeneutic that imposes theologically predeter¬ 
mined interpretations on obscure passages of Scripture. 14 The biblical 
text possesses a self-authenticating authority, and its meaning cannot be 
determined by the imposition of alien means of interpretation. 

Despite Erasmus’s own earlier flirtations with the ingenuities of 
allegorical interpretation, he later came to hold that the spirit remains 
bound to the letter. Erasmus thus developed a hermeneutical program 
in which the literal sense of Scripture was first established on the basis 
of the new scientific literary, textual, and philological techniques, 
before its spiritual senses were further developed. 13 Of those spiritual 
senses, it is clear that the tropological or moral was regarded as primary 
by Erasmus. Erasmus appears to have held that biblical language, when 
properly interpreted, moved its audiences to act ethically, and hence 
elevated the moral sense of Scripture above others. 16 Thus he observes 
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that, while any passage can be interpreted tropologically, not all may be 
interpreted allegorically. 17 An illustration of this tropological exegesis 
may be found in his interpretation of the fides Abraam : Abraham’s faith 
serves as an example of virtue, which may be contrasted with a sterile 
reliance upon circumcision and other such Old Testament ceremonies. 18 

This emphasis upon the literal sense of Scripture, however, raised 
a serious difficulty: the literal exegesis of the Old Testament would 
thence seem destined to be nothing more than Judaica expositio. In an 
important letter to Wolfgang Capito of February 26, 1517, Erasmus 
drew attention to precisely this danger: the literal exegesis of the Old 
Testament was potentially the seedbed of a revived Judaism, which 
could pose a serious threat to the Christian faith. 19 Although this point 
had been appreciated for some considerable time, the return ad fontes 
associated with the late Renaissance and early Reformation made it 
an acutely sensitive area. How could the literal exegesis of the Old 
Testament be undertaken without reverting to Judaism? Was there not 
a danger that an appeal to the literal sense of Scripture would become 
an exercise in midrash or peshat ? 2(> The problem was compounded still 
further through the need to gain the necessary philological techniques 
to handle the Hebrew text of the Old Testament: the philological 
works most frequently consulted by Christian Hebraists (such as 
Reuchlin’s De rudimentibus ) were actually written by Jews. In addition, 
several important exegetical works of the early Reformation period — 
such as Bucer’s commentary on the Psalter (1529) — drew heavily upon 
medieval rabbinical sources, such as David Kimhi and Abraham Ibn 
Ezra (of the medieval Hispano-Provencal peshat school) and Solomon 
ben Isaac (Rashi) of Troyes. 21 

Despite these evident difficulties, Bucer indicates that his comment¬ 
ary on the Psalter represents an attempt to interpret an Old Testament 
text strictly upon the basis of the historical (or literal) sense. Three 
reasons are given for this procedure: first, it is this form of exegesis 
alone that will command respect from Jews; 22 second, it alone can 
withstand the assault of academic disputation; third, doctrine is ultim¬ 
ately based upon this sense of Scripture. 23 It will thus be clear that the 
new emphasis upon the historical sense of the Old Testament text, 
linked with the need for reliable philological insights into the Hebrew 
text, inevitably meant that sixteenth-century Christian Hebraists and 
Jews found themselves engaged in (an ultimately indecisive) battle on 
this terrain. The need to distinguish the Jewish and Christian historical 
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understandings of the historical sense was thus perceived to be both 
important and urgent. Yet no easy answer was forthcoming. The ser¬ 
iousness of the issue can be seen with respect to John Calvin’s Old 
Testament hermeneutics, which came in for severe criticism from his 
Lutheran opponents. In 1595, Aegidius Hunnius argued that Calvin 
was a Judaizer, in that he failed to interpret the Old Testament con¬ 
sistently in a Christological manner. 24 

A partial solution to this difficulty appears to have emerged during 
the first decade of the sixteenth century, and is associated with Jacques 
Lefevre d’Etaples. For Lefevre, the only literal sense of any importance 
is the Christological, “qui scilicet est intentionis prophetae et Spirit us sancti in 
eo loquimus .” 25 Two literal senses may be recognized: the false, carnal 
literal sense of the rabbinical exegesis, which applies the words of the 
psalmist or prophet only to the specific historical situation pertaining 
at the time of writing, and the true literal sense (“as the Holy Spirit 
intends”) which interprets such words as applying to Christ. The true 
sense of Scripture is thus not the tropological, the anagogical, or alle¬ 
gorical, but the literal sense - a literal sense, that is, that discloses its 
hidden Christological spiritual sense through the illumination of the 
Holy Spirit. 26 In making this assertion, Lefevre draws upon a tradition 
that can be traced back to Nicolas of Lyra. 27 Lyra argues that there are 
points - such as Isaiah 11.1 - where it is clear that the Old Testament 
writer refers to Christ, and not to Israel, hence necessitating the recogni¬ 
tion of a double literal sense, one applying to the time of the prophet, 
or the Old Testament, the second applying to Christ, or the New 
Testament. A similar theory is developed by Paul of Burgos. 28 

Lefevre designates these two literal senses as the sensus literalis historicus 
and the sensus literalis propheticus , corresponding to the “literal-carnal” 
and “literal-spiritual” senses respectively. 29 To read the Old Testament 
as a series of narratives dealing with the history of ancient Near Eastern 
Semitic tribes is to miss the deeper meaning to the text, brought out by 
the Holy Spirit. Drawing on Augustine’s distinction, based upon 2 
Corinthians 3.6, between the killing litera and life-giving spiritus , 30 Lefevre 
identifies the former with the historical sense of the Old Testament, 
and the latter with its prophetic sense. In that Lefevre’s Quincuplex 
Psalterium was widely used by early sixteenth-century commentators 
anxious to deal with the Hebrew text of the Psalter at first hand, its 
considerable influence upon Old Testament exegesis in the second 
decade of the sixteenth century comes as no surprise. Thus the noted 
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Tubingen exegete Wendelin Steinbach insisted that, in its literal 
sense, the Old Testament must be taken as referring to Christ and his 
church. 31 For our purposes, however, the most important application 
of Lefevre’s litera—spiritus dialectic is Martin Luther’s Dictata super 
Psalterium (1513—15), to which we shall turn presently. We begin by 
considering the importance of hermeneutics to the origins of Zwingli’s 
reforming theology, and that of his successors. 


Hermeneutics and the Origins of the 

Reformed Church 

Any account of early Reformed hermeneutics must be primarily con¬ 
cerned with the development of the exegetical methods and presup¬ 
positions of Huldrych Zwingli. In an earlier chapter, the considerable 
influence of humanist literary and textual techniques upon the develop¬ 
ment of the theology of the early Reformed church was noted. That 
same influence must now be considered in relation to the exegetical 
techniques employed in the interpretation of Scripture. 

Erasmus’s initial preference for Origenistic allegorical exegesis, which 
gradually gave way (through the development of his philological tech¬ 
niques) to an increased emphasis upon the literal word of Scripture, has 
already been described. The comparison of Zwingli and Erasmus in 
regard to their biblical hermeneutics has frequently been grossly con¬ 
fused through the tendency to assume that the latter’s Enchiridion (1503) 
embodies his definitive hermeneutical program — whereas it is evident 
that, as his philological work developed, Erasmus’s hermeneutics altered 
accordingly. 32 The man who edited the New Testament in 1516 was 
no longer the young humanist who wrote the Enchiridion in 1503. As 
is evident from a comparison between Erasmus’s Matthew paraphrase 
of January 14, 1522 and Zwingli’s important Von clarheit und gewiisse 
oder unbetrogliche des wort gottes of September 6 of the same year, the two 
men demonstrate a remarkable degree of convergence in their presup¬ 
positions, methods, and doctrines. Although questions relating to the 
natural human capacities (the freedom of the will, and the pedagogic 
aspect of the Reformation, discussed previously, being obvious ex¬ 
amples) divide the two men, it is evident that in many other respects 
they are in agreement, 33 both in regard to the importance of Scripture 
and the manner in which it is to be interpreted. 
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Zwingli makes extensive use of the distinction between the “nat¬ 
ural” and nonliteral senses of Scripture. In common with the medieval 
tradition, he insists that nothing should be believed that is established 
on the basis of a nonliteral sense of Scripture, unless it can first be 
demonstrated on the basis of the letter of Scripture. The spiritual senses 
should be regarded as the embellishment of an exegetical argument, 
rather than its foundation. 34 Like Erasmus, Zwingli insisted that the 
best possible exegetical aids (such as a knowledge of the Hebrew and 
Greek languages, and of the various figures of speech employed in 
Scripture) should be employed in an effort to establish the natural sense 
of Scripture. 35 The humanist influence is perhaps at its most evident in 
the emphasis that Zwingli lays upon the philological-historical method, 
which is given far greater weight than his colleagues at Wittenberg 
would ever allow. Furthermore, Zwingli draws extensively upon human¬ 
ist rhetorical theory in his attempt to distinguish various tropes, such as 
alloiosis, catachresis, and synecdoche, which were of potential theological 
significance. 

The influence of humanism upon Zwingli is most evident in his 
early exegetical works, such as his marginal comments of 1516-17 to 
Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum . 36 At every point Zwingli depends upon 
Erasmus: his translation of the text, his textual criticism, his illustra¬ 
tions, and his patristic references. Indeed, in terms of the testimonia 
patrum he employs, the strongly Origenistic bias of Erasmus is evident, 
particularly in his exposition of natural law, the nature of sin, and 
eschatology. Finally, the anthropocentricity of Zwingli’s exegesis is evid¬ 
ent, here paralleling the younger Erasmus. Attention has also been drawn 
to the manner in which Zwingli uses humanist rhetorical techniques to 
deal with the inner meaning of a scriptural text, and particularly the 
extensive use of pagan classical authors in the course of his exegesis 37 — 
once more, indicating the considerable influence of humanism at this 
point. The Erasmian emphasis upon the tropological or moral sense of 
Scripture is also evident in Zwingli’s exegesis. Scripture takes the form 
of moral guidance to believers, indicating the human acts and disposi¬ 
tions that are regarded as appropriate for the gospel, and providing 
examples to illuminate their application. Thus Zwingli emphasizes the 
moral dimension of Scripture, drawing attention to the contemporary 
moral relevance of Old Testament exempla. Zwingli’s development of 
the Erasmian concept of the tropological sense of Scripture (although 
Zwingli does not appear to use either this term, or the related term 
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sensus moralis) clearly indicates his moralist concerns, and sets him apart 
from the young Luther in this crucial respect. 

Despite the intense humanist preoccupation with the natural sense 
of Scripture, noted above, Zwingli argues that Paul’s use of the Old 
Testament legitimates the use of allegory in its interpretation (with 2 
Corinthians 8.15 and Galatians 4.22-6 functioning as “proof-texts”). 
Zwingli thus distinguishes between the literal sense of the Old Testament 
and its spiritual meaning. To read the Old Testament according to the 
letter is to adopt the carnal exegetical methods of the Jews, referring 
such accounts to an earthly Israel or Jerusalem; rather, it should be read 
in a spiritual manner, as prefiguring something that was accomplished 

*2 Q 

and perfected in Christ. Even here, the influence of humanism can¬ 
not be overlooked, particularly in view of the Origenist allegorizing 
characteristic of Erasmus’s earlier works, such as the Enchiridion. In 
effect, Zwingli treats what Lefevre termed the sensus literalis historicus as 
the natural sense, and the sensus literalis propheticus as the spiritual sense, 
although the parallel is not exact. Zwingli’s understanding of the nature 
and relation of these senses is highly idiosyncratic, and requires careful 
analysis. 

For Zwingli, concrete historical events recounted in the Old Testa¬ 
ment possessed a deeper symbolical meaning. As an accommodation 
to human weakness, God prefigured what would eventually be accom¬ 
plished and fulfilled in Christ in the form of external events or persons. 
Zwingli thus employs the term “allegory” to refer to that mode of 
scriptural exegesis that is to be contrasted with a purely literal and 
carnal exegesis of the Old Testament. 39 In an important study, Edwin 
Kiinzli demonstrated that Zwingli’s complex (and possibly incoherent) 
use of allegory could be explained with some success if a distinction 
was drawn between “typology” and “allegory.” 411 The “typological” 
exegesis was primarily concerned with the Christological interpretation 
of individuals or events in the Old Testament as “types” of Christ, 
and the “allegorical” with passages where there was some uncertainty 
regarding the exegesis. In fact, however, Zwingli’s use of both the 
term and concept of allegory is so broad and diffuse that it is difficult to 
analyze convincingly. 41 The chief difficulty is that, despite his critique 
of those who imposed arbitrary interpretations upon obscure passages, 42 
Zwingli appears to be forced to do precisely the same thing himself. 
On the basis of his own understanding of the natural sense, therefore, 
Zwingli is able to “read back” his own theology into otherwise obscure 
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passages, thus inevitably laying himself open to the accusation of in¬ 
dulging in eisegesis rather than exegesis. 43 

The influence of Erasmian humanism is perhaps even more marked 
upon the hermeneutics of Martin Bucer. 44 Earlier (pp. 53—4), we 
noted how Bucer took up and developed Erasmus’s concept of the 
gospel as lex Christi , establishing as axiomatic the principle nam et sacra 
doctrina proprie moralis est. Bucer thus treats the tropological exegesis of 
Scripture - the essentially timeless application of any biblical statement 
to practical piety on the grounds that it may be said to be propter nos - 
as fundamental. 45 The Old Testament histories must thus be regarded 
as having something significant to say to contemporary piety, rather 
than as purely historical narratives. Particularly in the emphasis upon 
imitatio, Bucer approximates closely to Erasmus. Thus Bucer follows 
Zwingli in asserting that Scripture was written for our sake, 46 and not 
merely as an objective and disinterested account of God’s dealings with 
humanity. 

Bucer’s emphasis upon imitatio allows him to interpret both the 
existential and moral statements of Scripture pedagogically, with Christ 
being treated as the unicus magister , the prototype whom Christians 
are under an obligation to follow. 47 In this respect, Bucer’s scriptural 
exegesis can be regarded as both a continuation of the spirituality of 
the devotio moderna and a precursor of seventeenth-century Pietism. It 
will also be evident that the apparent similarity between Bucer and the 
young Luther (in that both lay emphasis upon the tropological sense of 
Scripture) is misleading: although both understand the tropological 
sense to refer to the existential dimension of Scripture, Luther regards 
it as the work of Christ within humanity, whereas Bucer treats it as an 
example to be imitated by humanity, through the assistance of the 
Holy Spirit. 

In one important respect, Bucer may be regarded as a more faithful 
interpreter than Zwingli of the later Erasmus. Despite Erasmus’s in¬ 
creasing emphasis upon the literal sense of Scripture, Zwingli had made 
extensive use of allegorization, particularly in relation to the interpreta¬ 
tion of the Old Testament. Bucer rejects the use of allegory, in that it 
permits any meaning to be read into, or imposed upon, a passage, thus 
allowing its direct meaning to be overlooked or lost. 4S This is not to 
say, however, that Bucer abstains from the use of allegory altogether: 
rather, he appears to employ the device to a limited extent when the 
meaning is unequivocal. 49 It is not, however, treated as the primary 
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sense of Scripture — and here Bucer shows his affinities with the later 
Erasmus, rather than the author of the Enchiridion. Whereas the young 
Erasmus regarded allegory as the means of distinguishing letter and 
spirit, Bucer’s theology of the Holy Spirit as the authentic interpreter 
of Scripture, who allows the believer to read the text ex intento auctoris , 
allows him to dispense with this unreliable hermeneutical tool. 

From this brief survey of early Reformed biblical hermeneutics, it 
will be evident that late medieval exegetical methods - such as the 
Quadriga — exercised little, if any, influence in this field. The hermen¬ 
eutics of both Zwingli and Bucer may both be regarded as fundament¬ 
ally Fabrisian or Erasmian, and their theological program as an attempt 
to return adfontes , to interpret Scripture in terms of its own parameters, 
rather than in terms of an imposed hermeneutical framework — scriptura 
sui ipsius interpres. The strongly moralist cast of early Reformed theo¬ 
logy, linked with the Erasmian concept of imitatio , serves only to 
emphasize the differences between the early Reformed and Lutheran 
approaches to Scripture. If the intellectual origins of the Reformation 
are to be explained in terms of the return to Scripture as the source of 
Christian theology, the considerable divergence within the movement 
over the question of hermeneutics raises serious questions concerning 
the viability of this approach. The radical divergence within the Refor¬ 
mation as a whole, as well as within both the Lutheran and Reformed 
wings of that movement, over the exegesis of the sixth chapter of 
the Fourth Gospel, illustrates how wide the rift between the various 
Reformers could be when hermeneutical cruces (especially those appar¬ 
ently employing nonliteral statements) could be. A further point is all 
too often overlooked: the political hermeneutics that served to propag¬ 
ate the Reformation in Switzerland and southern Germany during the 
third decade of the sixteenth century owed little, if anything, to the 
more theological hermeneutics that were being developed by Zwingli 
and others. 

The importance of the “First Zurich Disputation” of January 29, 
1523 in connection with the origins of the Reformed church has 
already been noted (pp. 44-5). The conclusions of this disputation are 
often regarded as a civic endorsement of Zwingli’s reforming program, 
establishing the sola scriptura principle as normative in matters of doc¬ 
trine and preaching. In fact, however, it is clear that the city council 
introduced a subtle twist to the hermeneutical debate then raging within 
Zurich, by declaring that it was the city council itself (more strictly, 
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the Lesser Council) that had the authority to determine what was in 
accordance with Scripture, and what was not. 50 The outcome of the 
First Disputation was initially interpreted by the Lesser Council to 
mean that any teaching or practice might be permitted, subject to the 
provision that it be shown to have a formal basis in Scripture. A similar 
decision was reached at Basle at the end of May 1523. 51 In both cases, 
the council’s decision appears to have been conceived as an “Interim” 
— a formula designed to gain time before a final decision on the matters 
under consideration was reached. Thus Zwingli was informed that he 
might continue his preaching until he should be informed of a better 
theology (by the council). 52 In fact, the Lesser Council adopted a 
remarkably moderate approach to the question of formal agreement 
with Scripture, refusing, for example, to allow the Zwinglian faction 
to paint the interiors of Zurich’s churches in white. Contemporary 
sources suggest that only a minority of the Lesser Council were favorably 
disposed toward the evangelical faction, 51 with the result that the Zurich 
political scriptural hermeneutic tended to be surprisingly conservative. 
This situation changed significantly on January 11, 1524, when the 
Greater Council relieved the Lesser of its duty to interpret Scripture, 
and assumed this office itself. That which radical evangelicals such as 
Spriingli had wished to see happen at Zurich, only to have it blocked 
by the Lesser Council, subsequently took place through the enhanced 
(if self-appropriated) spiritual authority of the Greater Council. 

The extent of the progress of the Reformation at Zurich, as elsewhere, 
was thus determined by political considerations, largely concerning the 
city council. 54 At Zurich, and subsequently elsewhere in Switzerland 
and southern Germany, the Reformation was propagated through pub¬ 
lic disputations based upon the sola scriptura principle. As this chapter has 
suggested, Scripture requires interpretation — and the political dimension 
of the Zurich Reformation in particular (and the Swiss and southern 
German Reformation in general) was such that it was a political body 
that appropriated the authority to determine what was in accordance 
with Scripture, and what was not. In other words, whatever the her¬ 
meneutics of the early theological proponents of the Reformation may 
have been, a secondary hermeneutic of political character was at least 
on occasion instrumental in the propagation of that movement. 

It will thus be evident that the question of how the early Reformed 
theological communities interpreted Scripture was more problematic 
than is sometimes appreciated. It is therefore of interest to turn to the 
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question of how biblical interpretation was implicated in both the 
origins and consolidation of their Lutheran counterparts. 


Hermeneutics and the Origins of 
the Lutheran Church 

For Luther, as for the medieval tradition in general, the literal sense of 
Scripture is fundamental. 35 However, Luther recognized the necessity 
of distinguishing two literal senses of Scripture, and developed a hermen¬ 
eutical scheme that is best regarded as a combination of the traditional 
fourfold sense of Scripture with Lefevre’s distinction between the sensus 
literalis historicus and sensus literalis propheticus , thus yielding eight senses 
of Scripture. 56 Luther develops this point — playfully, it would seem — 
by considering the eight senses that the phrase ‘‘Mount Zion” might 
bear, on the basis of this scheme. 57 

• Taking the term in its literal-historical sense — “the killing letter” 
(l it era occidens), as Luther terms it, following Lefevre - the following 
four senses may be deduced. In its literal sense, it refers to the land 
of Canaan; in its allegorical sense, to the synagogue; in its tropological 
sense, to the righteousness of the law; in its anagogical sense, to the 
future glory of the flesh. 

• Taking the term in its literal-prophetic sense — “the life-giving 
spirit” ( spiritus vivificans), as Luther terms it — four very different 
senses may be deduced. In its literal sense, it refers to the people of 
Zion; in its allegorical sense, to the church; in its tropological sense, 
to the righteousness of faith; in its anagogical sense, to the eternal 
glory of the heavens. 

This eightfold distinction allows Luther to develop two important points. 
First, he argues that Christ is the sensus principalis of Scripture. 58 In 
other words, the literal-prophetic sense of Scripture gives rise to a 
Christological concentration. Second, he argues that the entire distinc¬ 
tion between law and gospel is contained in the correlative distinction 
between liter a and spiritus : the former merely makes (impossible) de¬ 
mands of humanity, whereas the latter enables humanity to fulfill them. 
We shall consider these two points further, beginning with Luther’s 
“Christological concentration.” 
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Luther follows in the tradition of Augustine by treating the Psalter 
as an essentially Christological text. Christ is the key to the text that 
he proposes to expound. 19 Thus Luther opens his exposition with the 
affirmation “PRAEFATIO IHESV CHRISTI filii dei et domini nostri 
in Psalterium DAVID.” 60 David was a prophet, and the substance of his 
prophecy is none other than Christ himself. 61 For this reason, Luther 
criticizes Lyra for his failure to bring out the full significance of the 
prophetical sense of the text, arguing that to interpret the text historice, 
rather than prophetice , is to use a rabbinical tool to develop a Judaized 
interpretation of the text. For Luther, as we have seen, the sensus 
literalis is the sensus propheticus. The danger that Luther emphasizes is 
that of mistaking the shadow for the substance, or the sign for the thing 
that is signified. 62 For Luther, the substance that is foreshadowed in the 
Old Testament is Christ; 63 the thing signified by the law is the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 64 Thus the New Testament, and 
supremely its Christological elements, is essentially the law of Moses 
understood according to the spirit — in other words, litera become 
spiritus. 65 In a remarkable turn of phrase, that clearly foreshadows (or 
may even already express) the theologia cruris, Luther argues that the 
literal-historical sense is sensus in dorso, whereas the literal-prophetic 
sense is sensus in facie. 66 This Christological exposition of the Psalter, 
although traditional in its results, nevertheless draws upon the more 
recent exegetical methods associated with Lefevre dEtaples, also taken 
up by catholic exegetes (such as Steinbach) at the same time. It is 
therefore important to notice that Luther’s hermeneutics at this point 
are characteristic of the period. If any genuine theological breakthrough 
took place during Luther’s exposition of the Psalter, it would seem that 
that breakthrough did not occur on account of any radical new her¬ 
meneutical insights. 

The dialectic between lex and evangelium is the second major aspect 
of Luther’s hermeneutics. The law of Moses, according to Luther, 
may be understood according to the letter as a visible external right¬ 
eousness, valid coram hominibus but not coram Deo 67 It may alternatively 
be understood according to the spirit as the gospel of grace (hence 
Luther’s occasional reference to the gospel as lex spiritualist meaning 
“the law understood according to the spirit”). Luther emphasizes that 
the gospel may also be misunderstood as litera, and thus reduced to law: 
the crucial distinction between litera and spiritus is not confined to the 
period of the Old Testament. (In this assertion may be detected the 
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dialectic between law and gospel that is so characteristic a feature of 
his thought in the period 1519—25.) The essential unity of the Old 
and New Testaments is grounded in a correct understanding of the 
dialectic between liter a and spiritus. Life according to the letter is char¬ 
acterized by unbelief, pride, and rebellion against God, whereas life 
according to the spirit is characterized by faith, humility, and obedi¬ 
ence to God. It is perhaps therefore hardly surprising that Luther 
declares that the ability to distinguish letter and spirit is the hallmark of 
the true theologian. 69 

Luther’s early biblical exegesis is therefore essentially based upon the 
medieval scholastic Quadriga , with the three spiritual senses of Scripture 
subordinated to the literal-prophetic sense. 70 Luther, in fact, tends to 
play down the anagogical, and shows an increasing interest in the 
tropological sense of Scripture. 71 It is at this point that an important 
difference between Luther on the one hand, and Erasmus and Bucer 
on the other, must be noted. For Erasmus, the tropological sense of 
Scripture is concerned with the moral demands that are made of the 
believer. Thus his discussion of the faith of Abraham ends with an 
exhortation to children to emulate the virtues of their parents. Luther, 
however, adopts a quite different understanding of this sense of Scrip¬ 
ture: for him the tropological sense refers to the gracious work of Jesus 
Christ in the individual believer, so that the bonum tropologicum is to 
be defined as faith. 73 As Ebeling points out, Luther treats the concept as 
pertaining to God’s acta rather than human facta : 74 “Via dei est, qua nos 
ambulare facit.” 75 Thus Luther interprets indicium Dei, iustitia Dei, and 
similar terms tropologically in terms of what God does for humanity, 
rather than in terms of what God expects of humanity. 76 

At this point, Luther diverges from the medieval hermeneutical 
tradition, and it is far from clear precisely why he should do so. The 
possible (but disputed) importance of the tropological sense of iustitia 
Dei to his theological breakthrough gives added emphasis to the import¬ 
ance of establishing the origins of Luther’s views on the tropological 
sense. 77 The following suggestion may be of some use in this respect. It 
is evident that Luther regards the central message of Scripture — both 
Old and New Testaments - to concern the acta Dei. Three particular 
arenas of this work of God are identified: the acta Dei in Christ, in the 
church, and in the individual believer. 78 Luther’s frequently repeated 
assertion that power lies with God in the divine Word, rather than 
within humanity, 79 inevitably leads to an emphasis upon acta Dei, rather 
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than facta nostra. This is evident in Luther’s use of the allegorical sense 
of Scripture to refer to God’s acta within the church, and consistency 
would suggest that a similar approach should be encountered in rela¬ 
tion to the tropological sense, which concerns acta Dei in nobis rather 
than facta nostra pro Deo. 

These points should be borne in mind in considering the important 
thesis developed by Karl Bauer, according to which the origins of 
Luther’s reforming theology are to be explained upon the basis of the 
development of a new hermeneutic. 80 This new hermeneutic, accord¬ 
ing to Bauer, was characterized by two leading features. The first 
was an emphasis upon the Christological orientation of Scripture; the 
second, the tendency to treat the immediate practical concerns of the 
individual believer as the primary concern of the exegete. According 
to Bauer, this new hermeneutic was derived by Luther from Staupitz, 
and emerged in the period 1516—19. 81 The suggestion that Luther’s 
hermeneutical insights were derived from Staupitz seems improbable 
in the light of recent research, 82 and is probably best regarded as an 
initially fruitful, but now untenable, suggestion. The associated sugges¬ 
tion that Luther’s reforming theology is the direct consequence of the 
discovery of a new hermeneutic is considerably more exciting, and 
requires careful evaluation. 

The first point to be considered is the dating of Luther’s theological 
breakthrough. Although the debate is still unresolved, 83 it is clear that 
Luther’s theology of justification was totally transformed by the year 
1516. By this time, a “new” understanding of the vital theologoumenon 
“the righteousness of God” ( iustitia Dei) had been established, and the 
priority of God over humanity in justification unequivocally stated. 84 
This is not necessarily to assert that Luther’s theological breakthrough 
is to be identified with his new theology of justification, although it is 
evident that it is its central feature. 85 Luther’s theology of justification, 
as we noted earlier, was initially (1513) that of the via moderna , and was 
subjected to gradual modification over the period 1513-15 as new 
insights appeared. These new insights into the justification of humanity 
coram Deo were essentially complete by early 1516, and almost certainly 
date from 1515. 86 Since Bauer had suggested that Luther’s new her¬ 
meneutic dates from 1516—19, it would seem that his thesis concern¬ 
ing the hermeneutical basis of Luther’s reforming theology faces some 
difficulties, not least in that the origins of that theology appear to antedate 
the adoption of his reforming hermeneutic. 
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The seriousness of this difficulty is considerably lessened by recogni¬ 
tion of the fact that important hermeneutical developments are already 
evident in the Dictata super Psalterium itself. 87 Although Luther’s new 
hermeneutic is indeed to be associated with the period 1516—19, im¬ 
portant anticipations of its leading features may be found in the period 
1513—15. 88 For this reason, the possibility that Luther’s reforming theo¬ 
logy owes its origins to new hermeneutical insights is still plausible. 

It is evident that, although Luther continues to employ the Quadriga 
throughout the Dictata - and, indeed, would continue to regard it as a 
permissible hermeneutical tool for some years to come — an important 
modification to that fourfold scheme takes place within the Dictata. 
Although Luther initially follows the medieval tradition in general in 
insisting that the literal (that is, literal-prophetic, to use Lefevre’s terms) 
sense of Scripture is fundamental, by the end of the Dictata , we find 
him insisting with equal vehemence that it is the tropological sense that 
is fundamental: “ sens us tropologicus ultimatus et principaliter intentus in 
scriptural 589 We have already noted how Luther eschews the traditional 
moral interpretation of the sensus tropologicus , 9W regarding it instead as a 
means of illuminating the work of God in Christ within humanity. As 
Ebeling has pointed out, it is the tropological sense that Luther comes 
to regard as embodying the existential dimension of the gospel, 91 in 
that it represents and articulates the existential impact of Christ upon 
the believer. The significance of such concepts as iustitia Dei and indic¬ 
ium Dei lies in the Christologically derived existential impact that they 
have upon the believer — and Luther’s 1516—19 emphasis upon the 
immediate practical religious concerns of the individual believer is 
unquestionably foreshadowed here. 

The strongly subjective dimension of Luther’s exegesis, which is so 
intimately linked with the development of his theology ofjustification, 
is evident in the manner in which he transforms the Quadriga to the 
point at which it must be questioned whether he continues to use it 
at all. 92 The literal-prophetic and the tropological senses are increas¬ 
ingly viewed as one and the same thing, as the perceived signficance of 
Christ pro nobis comes to be identified as the supreme Christological 
insight of Scripture. In view of Luther’s idiosyncratic understanding of 
the sensus tropologicus , it would therefore seem that Luther’s theological 
development over the crucial period 1513—15 took place within , but 
not necessarily on account of the traditional medieval hermeneutical 
scheme. It is beyond dispute that Luther was able to employ the 
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tropological sense of Scripture as a vehicle for the development of 
his distinctive theology — but the evidence does not permit the conclu¬ 
sion that it was the occasion, still less the cause, of that development. 
The evidence suggests that Luther’s hermeneutical and soteriological 
insights developed symbiotically, with each dimension to his thought 
reinforcing and stimulating the other, until eventually the traditional 
framework of the Quadriga proved incapable of restraining the radical 
new theology that had developed within it. 

Just as Luther’s soteriological insights initially failed to gain general 
acceptance within the Wittenberg theological faculty, so his hermen¬ 
eutical insights failed in the same way, and perhaps to an even greater 
extent. The most important document relating to the hermeneutics of 
the Wittenberg university theology in the period 1516—19 is Karlstadt’s 
theses of May 1518. For Karlstadt, the fundamental sense of Scripture is 
the literal sense: authoritative theological argumentation must be based 
upon this sense. 93 In many respects, Karlstadt’s dicta concerning the 
priority of the literal sense parallel those of his mentor, Thomas Aquinas, 94 
reflecting in turn the medieval tradition as a whole. For Karlstadt, the 
meaning of a scriptural text (expressed in terms such as verbi significatio 
or proprietas verborum) can only be determined with reference to its 
literal sense. 91 But what is to be understood by the literal sense of 
Scripture? 

In an important study, Bubenheimer has drawn attention to the 
importance of the juristic tradition for Karlstadt’s hermeneutics. 96 The 
model upon which Karlstadt appears to base his understanding of 
the literal sense of Scripture is testamentary law. Thus the circumstantiae 
scribentis are not deemed relevant to the establishment of the literal 
sense. In marked contrast to Gerson and others, who insisted that the 
sensus literalis was determined by the intentions of the author, Karlstadt 
insists that the text as written is the primary object for investigation. 97 
Karlstadt’s frequent use of the term sensus legibilis is important in this 
context, as is his distinction between the “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” 
exposition of Scripture. 98 This radical narrowing of the concept of 
the “literal sense of Scripture” is of considerable importance in the 
development of the Reformation Scripture principle, which increas¬ 
ingly came to be based upon the written letter of Scripture. 

For our present purposes, however, it is more important to note 
that Karlstadt — believing himself to be an authentic interpreter of 
Augustine - adopted an approach to the literal sense of Scripture that 
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was quite distinct from, and potentially diametrically opposed to, that 
of Luther in the same period. Although Karlstadt and Luther demon¬ 
strate significant convergence at points in their soteriology, this does 
not reflect common hermeneutical presuppositions, but if anything is 
to be accounted for on the basis of a shared mutual respect for Augus¬ 
tine. The remarkable application of the tropological sense of Scripture, 
so characteristic of Luther’s formative period, is conspicuous by its 
absence, and — if anything — is the subject of implicit criticism within 
Karlstadt’s 1518 hermeneutical theses. The Wittenberg university theo¬ 
logy was not based upon a common hermeneutical program: indeed, 
the ultimate unifying basis of that theology remains remarkably elu¬ 
sive. 99 The Wittenberg theology may indeed have been characterized 
by a return to the “Bible and Augustine” — yet there appears to have 
been little agreement on the mode of interpretation of the first of these 
sources within the Wittenberg faculty in the crucial period 1516—18. 10(1 

It is, nevertheless, significant that early Lutheran hermeneutics 
demonstrate significant continuity with those of the later medieval 
period. In particular, Luther’s hermeneutics are clearly continuous 
with the scholastic Quadriga , the chief innovation (the use of Lefevre’s 
concept of the sensus literalis propheticus) being paralleled among other 
scholastic exegetes of the period, such as Wendelin Steinbach. Al¬ 
though the evidence suggests that hermeneutical developments may be 
of lesser significance in relation to Luther’s theological development 
than was formerly thought to be the case, those developments initially 
took place within a hermeneutical (and also soteriological) framework 
well established in certain theological circles by the year 1510. The 
framework within which the intellectual origins of the Wittenberg 
Reformation are to be sought was bequeathed to its chief propagators 
by the Middle Ages. 

In this present chapter, the hermeneutics of the early Reformed and 
Lutheran theological communities have been examined, and found to 
have relatively little in common. The general Reformation principle 
of a return ad fontes was not accompanied by universal agreement, or 
anything even approaching this, regarding how Scripture might be 
interpreted. While it is unquestionably true that many of the divergences 
within the early Reformation, particularly in relation to sacramental 
theology, arise from prior disagreement over hermeneutics, it is diffi¬ 
cult to sustain the thesis that the distinctive foundational ideas of the 
Reformation themselves arose on account of a novel hermeneutic, 
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even in the case of Luther himself. In fact, as the following chapter will 
show, there are excellent reasons for supposing that the testimonium 
patrum — the witness of the fathers — may have exercised a considerable 
restraining influence over both early Lutheran and Reformed hermen¬ 
eutics, compensating to a significant extent for the absence of a general 
hermeneutical consensus. We shall therefore move directly to a consid¬ 
eration of the role of the testimonium patrum in the theological method 
of the Reformers. 




6 

The Patristic Testimony 


In recent years, there has been considerable interest in the way in 
which theological writers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries re¬ 
ceived and appropriated the legacy of the church fathers. 1 Two funda¬ 
mental motivations may be discerned for this burgeoning interest in 
the patristic theological heritage. First, the Renaissance insistence that 
cultural renewal must take place by returning ad fonts led to a new 
fascination with the writings of the fathers, both Greek and Latin. 
Humanist writers tended to eschew specifically theological criteria of 
evaluation for such writings, regarding the antiquity of such writings 
in themselves as an adequate foundation for their authority. Others, 
however, sought to supplement this minimalist approach, either by 
introducing theological criteria (tending to focus on the theological 
orthodoxy of Augustine), or by adding additional cultural considera¬ 
tions, such as the eloquence of their language (often leading to a special 
appreciation of Origen). 

The second factor was the growing emphasis within medieval theo¬ 
logy, particularly within the Augustinian order, on source-critical 
issues. For many writers linked with the schola Augustiniana modern a, it 
was essential to establish the precise parameters of Augustine’s theology 
through accurate textual analysis before deploying logico-critical tech¬ 
niques in order to develop their theological potential. Gregory of Rimini 
is widely regarded as having been a major influence in the consolida¬ 
tion of this trend. 

So what role did this growing interest in the theological heritage 
of the patristic era play in the emergence of the Reformation? All the 
evidence suggests that the increased appreciation of the importance 
of the testimonia patrum did not play a critical role in relation to the 
intellectual origins of the Reformation. At no point can the patristic 
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theological inheritance be identified as being of decisive importance in 
bringing about the Reformation. Yet the testimonia patrum is of major 
importance to our investigation, as a close reading of the manner in 
which the first Reformers engaged with the fathers, and the extent of 
their appropriation of their ideas, helps clarify a fundamental diver¬ 
gence between the origins of the Lutheran and Reformed theological 
communities. While neither community regarded the fathers as critical 
to their task, they nevertheless regarded them as important, both to the 
theological task of interpreting Scripture, and to the apologetic task of 
refuting charges of innovation or heterodoxy brought against them by 
their opponents. The heterogenerity of the intellectual origins of the 
two wings of the Reformation, which has been a growing concern of 
this volume, is confirmed by the manners in which they deal with the 
patristic heritage. 


The Scholastic Reception of Augustine 

The influence of the patristic heritage, and supremely the thought 
of Augustine of Hippo, upon the development of Christian thought 
during the medieval period is beyond dispute. 2 Indeed, the theology 
of the medieval period may be regarded as thoroughly Augustinian 
to the extent that it was virtually a series of footnotes to Augustine: 
theological speculation was essentially regarded as an attempt to defend, 
develop, and, where necessary, modify, the Augustinian legacy. Anselm 
of Canterbury virtually equated orthodoxy with the views of the “cath¬ 
olic fathers, and especially Augustine.” 3 The standard textbook of medi¬ 
eval theology, still in use in the sixteenth century, was Peter Lombard’s 
Sentences — a collection of patristic dicta, drawn largely from the writings 
of Augustine. The Lombard’s book may be regarded as developing 
the procedure found in Prosper of Aquitaine’s Liber sententiarum ex 
operibus Augustini, which is often pointed to as an early representative of 
“medieval Augustinianism” — an attempt to bring together the main 
features of Augustine’s theology, in order that they might be identified 
and developed. 4 The theological renaissance of the twelfth century, 
which may be regarded as laying the foundations for the theology of 
the medieval period as a whole, was largely based upon the writings 
of Augustine. In every major sphere of theological debate, the point of 
departure appears to have been the views of Augustine. 5 
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The chief difficulty facing the theologians of the twelfth and early 
thirteenth centuries was that Augustine’s writings tended to be occa¬ 
sional, written in response to the challenges of his opponents, so that 
his theological distinctions and terminology were frequently shaped by 
these challenges. Thus Augustine’s concepts of “operative” and “co¬ 
operative” grace were formulated in response to the Pelagian distinction 
between a “good will” and a “good act,” and proved to be incapable 
of bearing the strain placed upon them in a period that was character¬ 
ized by increasing precision and systematization. 6 A similar difficulty 
was encountered in connection with Augustine’s emphatic assertion 
that humanity could not merit justification: what precisely was meant 
by the term “merit”? As theological systematization proceeded, 7 it 
became increasingly clear that the term “merit” could bear a number of 
senses, necessitating a reformulation of Augustine’s rejection of merit 
prior to justification, while retaining the valid theological insight that 
his verbal formulations expressed. 6 The twelfth and early thirteenth 
centuries may be regarded as consolidating the Augustinian heritage by 
retaining the dogmatic content of that heritage, while restating it employ¬ 
ing distinctions, terms, concepts, and methods unknown to Augustine 
himself. As the thirteenth century progressed, however, the process of 
reinterpreting Augustine appears to have become increasingly detached 
from its primary sources. There is every indication that Augustine’s 
thought became obscured through the development of a tradition of 
Augustine interpretation. This process appears to have been catalyzed 
by a number of factors. 

First, Augustine tended to be studied atomistically, in the form of 
isolated quotations, or “sentences,” culled from his writings. In that 
the medieval reader of these sentences had no way of knowing their 
immediate context, the possibility of seriously misinterpreting such 
isolated Augustinian gobbets was ever present. The medieval Augustine 
interpretation tradition tended to treat such “sentences” as proof texts 
for the particular position being defended, without any real attempt to 
engage directly with the complete primary sources. Such sources, it 
may naturally be added, were not generally available in the medi¬ 
eval period, through the physical impossibility of transporting fragile 
manuscripts from one location to another. It is for this reason that the 
invention of printing and the production of the great Augustine edi¬ 
tions of the early sixteenth century are so important — a point to which 
we shall return presently. 
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Secondly, numerous works were in circulation during the medieval 
period falsely purporting to be authentic writings of Augustine. 9 The 
authenticity of some such works had been called into question in the 
predestinarian controversies of the ninth century, in which the views of 
Augustine — for example, the Hypomnesticon — were treated as author¬ 
itative by both sides. 1 " Other inauthentic works that were treated as 
authentic by medieval theologians included some that were thoroughly 
Pelagian, such as De vita Christiana, 11 thus confusing still further the 
already difficult task of interpreting Augustine’s theology of grace. 
Perhaps the most influential work in establishing the medieval attitude 
to penance - a subject that would loom large in the Reformation 
debates - was the pseudo-Augustinian De vera et falsa poenitentia , 12 
which propagated a view of penance that the Reformers would later 
dismiss as quasi-Pelagian. The widespread circulation and acceptance of 
such tracts created a serious problem for medieval theologians, in that it 
was not clear which of the various “sentences” in circulation embodied 
the authentic views of Augustine. 

The only means by which this difficulty could be overcome was by 
intensive source-critical work, such as that characteristic of the revival 
of academic Augustinianism now recognized to be linked with the 
genesis of the schola Augustiniana moderna (see pp. 82-7). This may be 
illustrated by the recognition of the Pelagian character of the Epistola 
ad Demetriadem by both Thomas Bradwardine and Gregory of Rimini 
in the fourteenth century ' (although this important conclusion did not 
gain general acceptance, both Johann Eck and Johannes Capreolus 
preferring to continue to ascribe the work to Jerome). 14 The source- 
critical work typical of this movement is evident in Gregory’s Com¬ 
mentary on the Sentences, which appears to have been read as much as 
a source book for reliable and authentic Augustine gobbets as for 
the views of Gregory himself. 15 A further feature of the academic 
Augustinianism of the fourteenth century, characteristic of the schola 
Augustiniana moderna and its immediate precursor at Oxford, is its dis¬ 
tinctive emphasis upon Augustine’s anti-Pelagian writings (rather than, 
for example, his anti-Donatist works). In that Gregory of Rimini was 
widely recognized as maximus et studio sis simus dm Angus tini propugnator 

— for example, by an influential sixteenth-century catholic theologian 16 

- it is necessary to point out that this judgment was based upon 
Gregory’s appeal to Augustine’s doctrine of grace, as expounded in 
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the anti-Pelagian writings. It is significant that an important aspect of 
Gregory’s critique of Bradwardine centered upon the latter’s non- 
Augustinian views on the significance of the Fall (pp. 86—7). 

The rise of source-critical studies, within the Augustinian Order and 
elsewhere, in the fourteenth century inevitably led to a reevaluation 
of the tradition-encrusted delineation of Augustine’s theology, to the 
extent that it may be recognized as a rediscovery of the anti-Pelagian 
dimension to his thought. The rise of the ferociously anti-Pelagian 
soteriology of the schola Angustiniana moderna may be regarded as owing 
its origins, at least in considerable part, to the “rediscovery” of the anti- 
Pelagian theology of Augustine. The priority of Augustine’s views 
on the doctrine of grace over the testimonia pat rum in general was 
justified on the basis of the considerable parallels — both biographical 
and theological — between Augustine and St Paul. Both, as Bradwardine 
pointed out, were unbelievers who owed their conversion to the re¬ 
markable agency of divine grace (to use the terms of twentieth-century 
popular religion, both were “born again”), and who were thus well 
placed to speak of the sovereignty and precedence of divine grace over 

1 "7 

human actions. 

It is within this context of a continuing rereception and reevaluation 
of the theological, and especially the soteriological, legacy of Augustine 
in the late medieval period that the Reformation debates over its 
interpretation and the relative priority of its elements must be sought. 
All the Reformers valued Augustine — but to different extents, and for 
different reasons. 18 The potential tension between its various elements, 
highlighted through the Hussite controversy and still unresolved on the 
eve of the Reformation, may be regarded as a significant contribution 
to the intellectual origins of the Reformation. It was the conviction 
on the part of the Wittenberg Reformers that the church of their day 
had lapsed into some form of Pelagianism — irrespective of whether 
this conviction was justified or not - that forced them to address the 
question of the relative priority and theological significance of the 
anti-Donatist and anti-Pelagian writings. Thus, at least in Luther’s view, 
the Reformation did not arise as the result of any direct ecclesiological 
argument, but simply on the basis of the evangelical conviction that the 
church of the early sixteenth century had defected from the gospel, and 
had hence compromised its credentials as a Christian church. 19 “The 
Reformation, inwardly considered, was just the ultimate triumph of 
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Augustine’s doctrine of grace over Augustine’s doctrine of the church.” 
Such was the importance that the Wittenberg Reformers came to 
attach to Augustine’s anti-Pelagian writings that a theology of justifica¬ 
tion consistent with those writings came to function as a criterion of 
the catholicity of the church, and hence functioned both as a defining 
characteristic and as polemical device against their opponents for the 
evangelical faction in that city. Although the Reformation is often 
regarded as essentially a debate over the theological status and inter¬ 
pretation of Scripture, the partial truth of this statement has tended to 
obscure the fact that it was equally the continuation of a debate over 
the status, and supremely the interpretation, of Augustine , inherited 
from the late medieval period. 

The particular form that the debate assumed in the first three dec¬ 
ades of the sixteenth century was significantly influenced by the sub¬ 
stantial humanist editorial undertakings, which gave to the sixteenth 
century the magnificent (by contemporary standards) Amerbach edi¬ 
tion of Augustine’s works. 21 This 11-volume edition was complete by 
1506, “ and although it is not clear when the enterprise began, there 
are certainly excellent reasons for supposing that it was under way 
by 1490, and possibly even 1489. The initial print run of this work 
appears to have been restricted to 200 copies of each volume, 23 which 
lends some plausibility to the suggestion that a second edition of the 
Opera omnia Augustini was produced at Paris in 1515. This hypothesis 
has become influential in relation to the investigation of the Augustine 
renaissance in the early sixteenth century: for example, wide circulation 
has been given to Kahler’s suggestion that it was this edition of Augus¬ 
tine that Karlstadt purchased at the Leipzig book fair on April 13, 
1517. 24 In fact, there was no 1515 edition of the Amerbach work: the 
suggestion that it was reprinted rests upon an error in an early catalog 
of the Bodleian Library, Oxford. 25 The error arose in this way: One of 
the nine 1506 volumes of the Amerbach edition was misplaced, and its 
place on the Bodleian bookshelf taken by Badius’s edition of the ser¬ 
mons of Augustine, published at Paris in 1515. The error was noticed 
in the early twentieth century, and the missing Amerbach volume 
substituted for the Badius volume. Catalog entries prior to 1918 read 
thus: “D. Aurelius Augustinus, episc. Hipponensis . . . Opera IX Tom. 
per Amerbachium, & c. Bas. 1506 & Par. 1515.” This gave the impres¬ 
sion that there were two editions of the Amerbach work, one of which 
was published at Basle in 1506, the other at Paris in 1515. 
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The Humanist Reception of Augustine 

The significant decline in patristic studies in general, and the study of 
Augustine in particular, associated with the later Middle Ages, was 
reversed through the invention of printing and the development of the 
new humanist editorial techniques, which combined to make available 
reliable editions of important patristic texts. The importance of this 
development to the nascent reforming movements in Germany and 
Switzerland can hardly be overstated. The same movement, however, 
that gave the Reformers their editions of Augustine also came to pose 
the most significant challenge to his theological authority. The human¬ 
ist appeal to the testimonia patrum was essentially an appeal to antiquity, 
an aspect of the general desire to return adfontes. 

The fathers were to be preferred to the scholastics for three reasons: 
first, because of their superior Latin style; second, on account of their 
simplicity and elegance of theological expression; third, because of their 
chronological proximity to the period of the New Testament. In all these 
respects, the fathers were to be compared favorably with the scholastics, 
whose barbarous Latin, arcane theological terminology, and temporal 
distance from the documents they purported to interpret were sufficient, 
in humanist eyes, to discredit them theologically. It will be noted that 
none of the three criteria employed by the humanists can be regarded as 
“theological”: the sole legitimate criteria, according to the humanists, 
were elegance and clarity of expression, and antiquity. At no point could 
“theological orthodoxy” be acknowledged as a criterion in this respect. 
It will therefore be evident that the humanist appeal to the testimonia 
patrum was essentially an appeal to the patristic corpus as a whole , and not 
to any particular theologian within it. An appeal to Augustine as inter theo- 
logos summus was to be rejected out of hand, as involving the application 
of an impermissible theological criterion. The humanist reevaluation (or, 
perhaps we should say, devaluation) of the significance of Augustine is 
perhaps best seen from the editorial undertakings of Erasmus. 

Initially, as was noted in chapter 5 (p. 150), Erasmus demonstrated a 
marked preference for Origen among the fathers, apparently on account 
of his elegant allegorical method of scriptural exegesis. However, as 
Erasmus’s own editorial undertakings in relation to the Greek text of 
the New Testament proceeded, it is evident that he began to regard his 
fellow editor and philologist Jerome with the greatest of respect. In a 
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significant letter to Leo X of May 21, 1515, Erasmus declared his 
intention to work toward the emergence of Jerome, “the only Latin 
theologian worthy of the name,” as inter theologos summus. 26 

Erasmus’s first Jerome edition appeared from the Froben press at 
Basle in nine volumes in 1516, 27 prefaced by a biography of Jerome 
that included a point-by-point comparison of Jerome and Augustine, 

Q 

invariably to the latter’s detriment. The theological significance of 
this development was not overlooked at the time. In a letter of Febru¬ 
ary 1518, Johann Eck noted with distaste the manner in which Erasmus 
had toppled Augustine from his place of primacy among the fathers. 29 
In the series of editions of patristic writings that followed in the period 
1520-9, Augustine was treated simply as a patristic writer on the same 
level as Arnobius Junior (a noted critic of Augustine’s doctrine of 
grace, interestingly), rather than as preeminent among them. 30 Further¬ 
more, both Erasmus’s second and third Jerome editions (1524 and 
1533) retained the Pelagian vita Hieronymi that was found objectionable 
by the increasing number of those disposed to find the basis of the vera 
theologia in the anti-Pelagian writings of Augustine. 

As has been suggested, the Reformation may be regarded as a con¬ 
tinuation, and to a certain extent an intensification, of the sporadic late 
medieval debate concerning the reception of the anti-Pelagian thought 
of Augustine. The influence of the testimonia patrum , and particularly 
the vera theologia nostri Augustini , upon the intellectual origins of the 
Reformation is more complex than is generally appreciated. The two 
sections that follow will consider the influence of the patristic witness 
upon the development of both the Reformed and Lutheran theological 
communities. First, the developments at Zurich in the second decade 
of the sixteenth century are considered. 


The Patristic Testimony and the Origins of 

the Reformed Church 

Froben is reported to have given Zwingli a copy of one of the volumes 
of the Amerbach Augustine edition of 1506. 31 Although the library that 
Zwingli took with him from Glarus to Einsiedeln in 1516 included 
annotated copies of Augustine, including the 1515 edition of De civitate 
Dei , he does not appear to have used them extensively. At this point, 
Zwingli appears to follow Erasmus in his predilection for Jerome. 
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Writing to Beatus Rhenanus in June 1520, Zwingli omits any direct 
reference to Augustine in his references to patristic writers. 32 It is, in 
fact, extremely difficult to establish the extent and nature of Zwingli’s 
use of Augustine prior to moving to Zurich in 1519. 33 Thus, for 
example, the most important marginal glosses to Zwingli’s Augustine 
editions are to be found in the Amerbach edition — yet it is not clear 
precisely when Zwingli came into possession of this edition, let alone 
whether the marginal comments were entered at Einsiedeln or Zurich. 
In practice, most of these marginal comments must be recognized as 
dating from the Zurich period, if they can be dated at all, and chiefly 
to concern sacramental theology. There is also a conspicuous absence 
of any reference to Augustine in the celebrated letter to Myconius of 
July 24, 1520, which is often regarded as marking Zwingli’s break with 
humanism. 34 This absence suggests that Zwingli did not regard his break 
with humanism as resulting from any direct influence of Augustine. 
The evidence that some (particularly Kohler) have suggested indicates a 
prolonged engagement with the thought of Augustine since 1516 is 
both circumstantial and ambiguous, and is insufficient to permit any 
conclusions of substance to be drawn. Rather, Zwingli appears to have 
used the patristic testimony initially in a characteristically humanist 
fashion, and to have been drawn to Augustine in the Zurich period 
more for his sacramental views than for his theology of grace — an area 
of theology which, the reader is reminded, never possessed the same 
importance for Zwingli as it did for Luther or Karlstadt. 

This initial lack of interest in Augustine’s theology of grace within 
the Reformed constituency gave way to increasing concern with the 
anti-Pelagian corpus in the 1530s and 1540s. While Calvin’s sometime 
colleague Pierre Viret was markedly ambivalent concerning the merits 
of the testimonia patrum , there is little doubt concerning the identity of 

the predominant patristic writer. Augustine is clearly regarded as preemin- 

2 / 

ent among the fathers. 1 By the time of Calvin, the supreme authority 
of Augustine had been firmly established. Thus Calvin clearly understood 
the Reformation to be a restoration or recapitulation of the theology of 
Augustine, occasionally suggesting that everything he himself had written 
might be regarded as a paraphrase of Augustine’s writings. 37 In this, he 
is clearly in agreement with the Wittenberg vera theologia — but it is not 
clear that this point alone explains Calvin’s high estimate of Augustine. 
The suggestion that Calvin’s conversion is itself due to Augustine 18 — 
thus explaining the high regard entertained for the latter by the former 
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— is ingenious, but lacks documentation. While the possibility that the 
origins of Calvin's distinctive ideas may lie with a close reading of 
Augustine is not to be totally rejected out of hand, the fact that Calvin 
belongs to the second generation of Reformers must serve as a reminder 
that we are dealing increasingly with the mediated influence of the 
patristic testimony, through the medium of the Reformation itself 
Whereas the late medieval period based its theology upon a tradition- 
encapsulated Augustine, the later Reformation increasingly developed 
its own tradition concerning the great African theologian. 39 

The patristic testimony must therefore be regarded as having an 
ultimately indeterminable, but probably slight, influence upon the 
intellectual origins of the Reformed church. It is probably true to say 
that the fathers influenced Zwingli to much the same extent as they 
influenced Erasmus — as exegetical, moral, and spiritual, but not prim¬ 
arily doctrinal guides. There is no substantial evidence to indicate that 
the intellectual origins of the Reformed evangelical faction are to be 
explained even partly upon the basis of a direct rediscovery of Augus¬ 
tine’s anti-Pelagian writings, whereas there are excellent reasons for 
suggesting that such a “rediscovery” underlay the origins of the 
Wittenberg theology of 1517—19, particularly as developed by Karlstadt. 

However, it must be observed that the early Reformed church in 
the period 1515—20 displayed nothing that even approached the 
Wittenberg preoccupation with the doctrine of grace at the same time 
and that lay behind their wrestling with the anti-Pelagian Augustin- 
ian corpus. The sharply different theological concerns of the early 
Lutheran and Reformed evangelical movements go some way toward 
accounting for their different evaluation and reception of Augustine’s 
anti-Pelagian writings. The Reformation may indeed have been a “re¬ 
discovery” of Augustine — but the Augustines whom the Wittenberg 
and Zurich theologians rediscovered were rather different — as will 
become clear presently as we consider Luther’s strongly Augustinian 
conception of a reforming theology. 


The Patristic Testimony and the Origins of 

the Lutheran Church 


The influence of Augustine upon Luther at every stage of his theolo¬ 
gical development is undeniable. 411 Thus in his critique of the Aristotelian 
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concept of the created habit, Luther makes a direct appeal to Augus¬ 
tine’s doctrine of the union of the believer with God through the Holy 
Spirit. 41 Similarly, Luther’s growing awareness of the impotence of the 
human liberum arbitrium, explicitly incorporated into his theology of 
justification by 1515-16, 42 appears to be based upon a close reading 
of Augustine’s anti-Pelagian writings. Nevertheless, perhaps Luther’s 
most important statement concerning his theological development — 
the autobiographical fragment of 1545 - indicates that Augustine is 
implicated in an essentially peripheral manner in relation to this devel¬ 
opment. 43 According to Luther, his crucial reflections on the nature of 
“the righteousness of God” ( iustitia Dei) were essentially complete before 
he encountered a similar interpretation of the concept in Augustine’s 
De spiritu et litera. It is, of course, possible that Luther may be defens¬ 
ively minimizing his debt to Augustine in order to strengthen his own 
claim to theological originality or independence. Luther first begins to 
cite De spiritu et litera in late 1515, by which time his theological 
breakthrough had almost certainly taken place. 44 It is also clear that the 
concept of iustitia Dei that Luther “discovered” is quite distinct from 
that of Augustine. 43 

While Luther and Augustine concur in the view that iustitia Dei is a 
righteousness given by, rather than belonging to, God, Luther develops 
two major aspects of this righteousness that have no parallel in Augus¬ 
tine. First, this righteousness is revealed in the cross of Christ; second, 
this righteousness contradicts human expectations and preconceptions 
of the form it should take. 46 A detailed comparison of Luther and 
Augustine in relation to their doctrines of justification indicates a com¬ 
mon anti-Pelagian theology of grace, along with points of significance 
at which Luther and Augustine diverge radically, 47 making it impossible 
to argue that Luther merely reproduced Augustine’s soteriology, or 
altered its emphasis slightly. Although Luther may — in common with 
many late medieval theologians — retain an Augustinian soteriological 
framework, the novel elements of his reforming theology appear to 
originate elsewhere. 

The basis of Luther’s appeal to the patristic testimony is set out with 
particular clarity in his 1539 treatise “Von den Konziliis und Kirchen.” 48 
It must be stressed that Luther does not regard his attribution of a 
significant degree of theological authority to patristic writers, especially 
Augustine, to be inconsistent with, or even in tension with, his empha¬ 
sis on the sola scriptura principle. Scripture and the patristic testimony 
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belong together as a source and its stream, with the latter pointing back 
to the former. 49 

Luther’s Wittenberg colleague Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt also 
had a high regard for Augustine; nevertheless, he and Luther interpreted 
him in very different manners, and initially came to very different 
conclusions concerning some works traditionally attributed to Augus¬ 
tine. Using the anti-Pelagian corpus as a criterion, Luther recognized 
by 1516 that the highly influential treatise de vera et falsa poenitentia was 
pseudo-Augustinian. This conclusion had not been drawn by the editors 
of any of the editions of the Opera Angus tini that Luther had used up to 
this point. Thus the 1489 Strasbourg edition of the Opuscula Augustini , 
consulted by Luther in 1509, included the work as authentic, 50 as did 
the authoritative Amerbach edition. 51 In a disputation of September 25, 
1516, alluded to earlier (pp. 59-60), Luther outraged Karlstadt through 
his suggestion that the treatise was not Augustinian. 52 In that Luther 
had also suggested that Augustine did not countenance the view that 
humanity could fulfill the commandments of God through its own 
abilities, 53 the scene was clearly set for a significant confrontation within 
the Wittenberg theological faculty over the precise characteristics of 
Augustine’s doctrine of grace. Karlstadt’s purchase of an edition of 
Augustine on January 13, 1517 appears to have convinced him that 
Luther was right (at least, on these points of interpretation), with the 
result that on April 26 of the same year he publicly defended 151 theses 
drawn from the works of Augustine (particularly de spiritu et litera), 
before delivering a pioneering lecture course on this same anti-Pelagian 
work during the academic year 1517—18. 

It is clear from the text of this lecture course that Karlstadt’s theo¬ 
logy of grace is thoroughly Augustinian, exhibiting none of the radical 
points of departure so characteristic of Luther by this stage. Thus 
Karlstadt interprets iustitia Dei in throroughly Augustinian terms (avoiding 
any notion of an externally imputed, as opposed to intrinsically present, 
righteousness), 54 develops a dialectic between law and grace rather than 
law and gospel (as with Luther), and emphasizes the priority of grace in 
justification rather than of faith. 55 Luther’s views on the radical dichotomy 
between divine and human righteousness is conspicuously absent, as is 
the Christological (more accurately, staurological) concentration so char¬ 
acteristic of Luther’s theological deliberations at this point. 

From this point onward, the Wittenberg theological faculty appears 
to have moved toward adopting a reforming theology based upon “the 
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Bible and Augustine,” 16 embodying the essence of Augustine's anti- 
Pelagian theology. The publication on February 6, 1517 of Staupitz’s 
Libellus de exsecutione aeternae praedestinationis , which developed a radical 
doctrine of double predestination similar to that of the schola Augustiniana 
modern a , 57 unquestionably served to strengthen the hand of those at 
Wittenberg who wished to treat Augustine as summus theologus: it 
also served to call into question the Augustinian provenance of the 
medieval theological axiom si non es praedestinatus fac ut praedestineris 5 * (a 
loose translation of which might be “if you aren’t predestined yet, go 
and make yourself predestined”), thus facilitating the task of defending 
their radical interpretation of Augustine’s theology of grace to those, 
such as Eck, who preferred to read their Augustine through the mirror 
of tradition. 

This program of reform through a return to the primary theolo¬ 
gical sources of the patristic period clearly captured the imagination of 
Philip Melanchthon, who joined the Wittenberg faculty as professor 
of Greek in 1518. 59 For Melanchthon, there was no conflict between 
the principle of the supreme authority of Scripture and that of the 
positive theological evaluation of the witness of the early church. The 
fathers were to be valued primarily as early exponents of Scripture. 60 
Of particular interest is Melanchthon’s justification for the emphasis 
placed by the Wittenberg Reformers upon the views of Augustine. 
According to Melanchthon, the period of the early church in the first 
four centuries was characterized by a gradual defection from the primum 
et verum , the “authentic” gospel. 61 This process was particularly associ¬ 
ated with Origen, whose allegorizing method proved seriously mis¬ 
leading to his readers, distracting them from the true (literal) meaning 
of the scriptural text. 62 According to Melanchthon, the situation was 
redressed through the influence of Augustine, who Melanchthon treats 
as embodying the primitive gospel, with its Origenistic corruptions 
eliminated. ’ The identification of Augustine as the criterion of theo¬ 
logical orthodoxy led Melanchthon to argue that he served as a model 
for all subsequent reformations of the church. In this respect, the 
Wittenberg Reformation was simply the application to the sixteenth 
century situation of the principles of the “Augustinian Reformation” of 
the early fifth century. 

Although the influence of Augustine upon the personal theological 
development of the young Luther may have been less than decisive, 
the evidence suggests that his influence over the Wittenberg Reformation 
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as a whole was pivotal. Karlstadt’s conversion to the evangelical cause 
in 1517 effectively established the dominance of Augustine over the 
corporate reforming theology associated with the Wittenberg theolo¬ 
gical faculty, so that the vera theologia was essentially Scripture as inter¬ 
preted in the anti-Pelagian writings of Augustine. This point should 
be borne in mind when attempting to evaluate the possible influence 
of the schola Augustiniana moderna over this movement: in that both 
movements appealed to Scripture and the anti-Pelagian corpus , a certain 
degree of theological convergence would be expected, and cannot be 
assumed necessarily to reflect the direct textual influence of the schola 
Augustiniana moderna over the Wittenberg Reformation. 

The manner in which the Reformers exploited the testimonia patrum 
illustrates one of the many difficulties attending any attempt to establish 
the precise relationship between the Renaissance and the Reformation. 
In many respects, the reforming educational program developed by the 
Wittenberg theological faculty parallels that favored by the humanists 
— the return to the study of original sources (such as the Bible and the 
fathers), the study of the three sacred languages (Hebrew, Greek, and 
Latin), and the elimination from the curriculum of works of “schol¬ 
astic” theology. 64 This indicates the necessity to distinguish the substance 
of the theological method of the early Reformation from its underlying 
motivation. It is not enough merely to consider what theological sources 
and methods the Reformers adopted: the reasons why they adopted 
them must be established, if those aspects of the Reformation that serve 
to distinguish it from the Renaissance are to be identified. In the case 
of the Wittenberg Reformation, the study of the Bible (including the 
associated necessary philological and textual techniques) was under¬ 
taken in an attempt to recapture the Word of God, in order that the 
church might be reformed upon its basis, both as an institution in itself 
and in relation to its doctrine. The study of the fathers was regarded as 
a valuable ancillary tool toward this end, and as justifying the emphasis 
upon Augustine within the patristic corpus on the basis of an explicitly 
acknowledged doctrinal criterion. 65 

Although this distinction may be maintained with relative ease with 
regard to the Wittenberg Reformation, it encounters serious difficulties 
in the case of Zwingli and the early Zurich Reformation. Zwingli does 
not appear to have studied the Bible, biblical languages, or the fathers 
with the same underlying presuppositions as those that governed con¬ 
temporary developments at Wittenberg. The early Reformed church 
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shows considerably greater affinity with the Renaissance than its 
Wittenberg counterpart, both in terms of the substance of its theolo¬ 
gical method, and its underlying motivation. Although this situation 
would be altered, initially through Bullinger’s reworking of Zwingli’s 
theology, 66 and subsequently through the rise of Geneva as the political 
and theological center of the Reformed church, 67 the fact remains that 
the intellectual origins of the Reformed church are considerably more 
closely linked with the Renaissance than are their Lutheran equivalents. 
The bifurcation in theological methodology that we have noted in 
earlier chapters is thus confirmed by our analysis of the first phase of 
the Reformation in Wittenberg and Zurich, even if it is argued — 
rightly, I believe — that patristic concerns were neither instrumental nor 
decisive in precipitating the Reformation. The divergence of the early 
Reformed and Lutheran attitudes to the testimonia patrum confirms a 
more general pattern of intellectual attitudes, which point to the funda¬ 
mentally distinct theological methodologies adopted at Zurich and 
Wittenberg, rendering any notion that the movement was theologically 
homogeneous in its first and critical phase intensely problematic. 

At this point, our detailed analysis of the specifics of the origins of 
the theological methods of the first phase of the Reformation must 
come to a close. Having examined some major issues of intellectual 
history in considerable detail, we must now identify the general con¬ 
clusions that result from such an analysis. 




Conclusion: The Intellectual 
Heterogeneity of the Early 

Reformation 


The present study is essentially an essay in the history of ideas, which 
has demonstrated the unequivocal intellectual continuity between the 
ideas and methods of late scholasticism, the Renaissance, and the first 
phase of the Reformation. Apart from documenting and clarifying 
the obvious continuities between the Reformation and its context, the 
most fundamental conclusion of this study is the need to concede the 
complexity and heterogeneity of the origins of the ideas underlying 
the Reformation. Any attempt to adopt a reductionist approach to this 
remarkable historical phenomenon — whether by ignoring its theolo¬ 
gical dimension altogether or by imposing a preconceived interpretative 
framework upon obviously recalcitrant material — can only result in a 
misapprehension of its nature and significance. The movement so loosely 
designated “the Reformation” arose from a complex heterogeneous 
matrix of social and ideological factors, the latter associated with indi¬ 
vidual personalities, intellectual movements, schools of thought, and 
universities in such a manner as to defy the crass generalizations that are 
the substance of all too many interpretations of the phenomenon. 

In terms of the history of ideas, the Reformation is best conceived as 
a series of initially essentially independent reforming movements, 1 with 
quite distinct agendas and understandings of both how theology was 
to be done, and what its role might be within the life of the church. 
Through the complex networks of the interchange of persons, corres¬ 
pondence, and publications that were characteristic of the age, these 
movements came to achieve at least a partial degree of alignment over 
the following years. Protestant apologists understandably prefer to con¬ 
centrate on these alignments, not least because it facilitates the portrayal 
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of the Reformation as an essentially united movement. Yet the origins of 
the movement are local rather than global, reflecting local circumstances 

— including the agendas of individual thinkers, the constitution and 
local status of humanist sodalities, the relative strengths of humanism 
and scholasticism (and the form of scholasticism that was dominant) at 
local universities, the local agendas of city councils, the availability of 
books in local libraries, and the social and political concerns of the 
region. The cantonal structure of Switzerland at this historical juncture 
accentuated and institutionalized such regional variations, while at the 
same time making reform a genuine local possibility. 2 As many of these 
issues must be regarded as belonging to the general area of “social 
history,” it will immediately be clear that it is impossible to maintain an 
absolute distinction between intellectual history and social history. The 
“available believable” — to borrow a nuanced phrase from Paul Ricouer 

— is inevitably determined by the social location of the individual thinker. 
While the late Renaissance saw significant developments toward the 
emergence of a pan-European scholarly culture, there were still substantial 
local variations in existence at the dawn of the sixteenth century. A 
thinker’s geographical location was of major significant in relation to 
the available intellectual resources and theological options, and the ease 
with which any reforming program might be put into operation. 

The quest for the intellectual origins of the Reformation thus con¬ 
cerns not the identification of a single factor, nor even a group of factors, 
that may be said to have caused the movement, but rather concerns the 
unfolding of a complex matrix of creatively interacting intellectual 
currents, whose precise mode of interaction was determined as much 
by local as by cosmopolitan, by social as by academic, factors. Intellec¬ 
tual currents that interacted creatively in one locality did not do so 
elsewhere; indeed, they might not even be present at certain locations 
that would prove to be significant to the genesis of certain local re¬ 
forming movements.Considered from the standpoint of the history of 
ideas, the genesis of the Reformation was intellectually heterogeneous. 
The theological methods developed and deployed at Wittenberg and 
Zurich in the first phase of the Reformation were quite distinct, 
reflecting the different social locations of their leading thinkers, and the 
divergent understandings of theological methodology that they espoused. 

The heterogeneity of the Reformation is best seen by considering 
the relation of its elements to scholasticism and humanism. In the case 
of both, serious difficulties of definition must be noted. A simplistic 
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identification of “scholasticism” with a degenerate Ockhamism, or 
“humanism” with the personal preoccupations and predispositions of 
Erasmus of Rotterdam, has enormously hindered the proper evaluation 
of the relation of these movements to the Reformation. As was em¬ 
phasized earlier, a careful study of the nature of both these movements 
is an essential prerequisite of modern Reformation historiography. It is 
for this reason that the recent clarification of the characteristics of both 
the via modema and the schola Augustiniana moderna , and the pioneering 
studies of Kristeller on the nature of Renaissance humanism, are of 
such seminal importance to contemporary Reformation scholarship. 
The invalidation of many of the older studies of the relationship of the 
Reformation in general, or individual elements or personalities within 
it, to scholasticism and humanism is ultimately a consequence of our 
growing understanding of these latter movements. 

In the light of these developments, it is clear that the Wittenberg 
Reformation was characterized by a direct engagement with scholasti¬ 
cism. Although both Luther and Karlstadt were unquestionably aided 
in this matter by the newly developed humanist textual and philolo¬ 
gical techniques, it seems that Luther employed the hermeneutics of 
the late medieval period in his biblical exegesis, during the course of 
which he gradually broke free from the soteriological framework of the 
via moderna. In other words, Luther’s theological breakthrough must be 
regarded as a development within , rather than a radical break with, the 
framework of late medieval thought. Although it was once fashionable 
to speak of “Luther’s Copernican Revolution,” which substituted a 
theocentricity for the medieval anthropocentricity, the suggestion of 
such a radical discontinuity (implicit in the use of the term “revolution”) 
simply cannot be sustained. The “theocentricity” in question was char¬ 
acteristic of the schola Augustiniana moderna in the later medieval period, 
with which Luther was indirectly familiar, and with which he certainly 
exhibits at least some degree of theological continuity and affinity. Far 
from breaking with the medieval theological tradition, Luther may be 
regarded merely as adopting a somewhat different position within 
its broad compass. The “desk-bound” character of Luther’s theology 
during the period 1513—19 has often been noted, reflecting the fact 
that at this point it was an academic, rather than a popular, reforming 
theology, directed primarily against academic opponents. 

The scholastic character of the early Wittenberg Reformation serves 
to highlight the divergence from the Reformed church at this point. 
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The strongly Erasmian character of Zwingli’s theology in the period 
1515—20 illustrates the humanist character of the early Reformed theo¬ 
logy. The direct engagement with scholasticism, so prominent a fea¬ 
ture of the Wittenberg Reformation, is here conspicuous by its absence. 
Where Luther criticized the scholastics in order to refute them, Zwingli 
criticized them in order to bypass them altogether, in characteristic 
Erasmian style. The vitality of the early Reformed theology — which 
contrasts with the somewhat dull and stolid Wittenberg theology of the 
same period, 1515—20 — reflects the humanist conviction that religion 
concerns life in all its fullness, rather than theological formulations. 
Thus the very different environments in which the Wittenberg and 
Zurich reforming theologies emerged must be emphasized: the former 
was initially an academic, the latter a social and ecclesiastical, reforming 
movement. Although the impact of the new philological, textual, 
and exegetical techniques was unquestionably felt at Wittenberg, the 
appropriation and exploitation of these techniques is particularly to be 
associated with the early period of the Reformed church. Whereas 
these techniques were employed to a limited extent at Wittenberg to 
develop a reformed academic Augustinianism, at Zurich they were 
exploited to forge a theology by which both city and church might be 
reformed. 

The present study has been particularly concerned with the question 
of the intellectual origins of the Reformation. The intricacy of the 
discussion of this question in earlier sections of this work may inhibit 
identification of the broad features of the late medieval intellectual 
landscape against which these developments took place. It may there¬ 
fore be helpful if these main developments are identified, in order to 
set the points of detail in a broader context. 

The inherent doctrinal diversity of the late medieval period must 
be noted. The later Middle Ages, particularly the fifteenth century, 
was characterized by a theological pluralism arising from factors such 
as the rise of the different methodologies associated with the various 
theological schools. There was thus a spectrum of theological opinions 
within the late medieval church, raising the question of the relation of 
these “opinions” to catholic dogma. Since the late medieval period 
witnessed a crisis of authority within the church, there was growing 
confusion, particularly evident during the fifteenth century, concerning 
what was merely “theological opinion” and what was actually “catholic 
dogma.” This inevitably led to the former being confused with the 
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latter. The necessity of toleration in respect of divergent theological 
opinions was vigorously defended during the period as an essential 
aspect of constructive academic theological debate, and such “opinions” 
were often recognized as possessing a purely heuristic, and hence pro¬ 
visional, validity. Nevertheless, in a period that witnessed an unpreced¬ 
ented proliferation of such “opinions,” authoritative pronouncements 
concerning the relation of “opinions” to “dogma” were conspicuously 
absent. 

The teaching authority of the magisterium had been seriously weak¬ 
ened through the obvious difficulties raised for such a concept of 
authority by the Great Schism, with the result that, in the absence of 
any magisterial guidance, theological opinions became confused with 
catholic dogma. As we noted, there are excellent reasons for suggesting 
that Martin Luther’s views concerning the alleged “Pelagianism” of the 
medieval church may well have arisen from his confusing the theological 
positions of the via moderna with the official teaching of the church. 
Accompanying this erosion of the teaching authority of the church was 
an apparent disinclination (whether through unwillingness or inability) 
on the part of the magisterium to take decisive forcible action to suppress 
opinions of which it disapproved. This development had its roots in 
the fifteenth century, but is most evident in the third decade of the 
sixteenth century. Thus the German diocesan and provincial synods, 
traditionally the enforcers of religious orthodoxy, do not appear to have 
been convened during the crucial years 1522—3, when the forcible 
suppression of the ideas of the Reformers was a real possibility. 

A further point of importance concerns the perceived nature of 
theology in the later medieval period. There was a general tendency 
(with certain exceptions within the Franciscan Order) to regard theo¬ 
logy as essentially the exposition of Scripture. This understanding of 
the nature of theology inevitably entailed a crisis in the wake of the 
rise of the new philological, literary, and exegetical techniques of the 
Renaissance, in that “Scripture” could no longer be equated with 
“the Vulgate text, as traditionally received.” The possibility that the 
content of Christian theology might be significantly altered through the 
impact of the new learning could not be excluded. To many catholics, 
“sacred philology” seemed to undermine certain traditional catholic teach¬ 
ings, particularly in relation to Mariology and the theology of penance 
— teachings that the Reformers were more than happy to dispense with, 
while retaining the idea of theology as the exposition of Scripture. 
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The root cause of this was a change in what the term scriptura was 
perceived to entail. In the Middle Ages, the term designated the Vulgate 
text of Scripture. It was known, at least in some circles, that there were 
awkward questions that might be raised concerning the reliability of 
the textus Vulgatus , both as a translation and as a textual entity. These, 
however, were generally not pursued. With the rise of the Renaissance 
came a growing demand for textual integrity, and for a direct engage¬ 
ment with classical texts in their original languages. The Vulgate proved 
vulnerable on both counts. Although Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum 
omne (1516) was seriously deficient in many respects, it nevertheless 
marked the public recognition that the Vulgate could no longer be 
regarded as scriptura. The theological implications of this recognition 
would resonate throughout western Christendom, especially within the 
humanist sodalities. Zwingli, for example, developed his reforming 
theology through an engagement with Erasmus’s Greek text — which a 
colleague reported he had learned by heart — using the hermeneutical 
techniques favored and espoused by Erasmus and his circle. 

Yet the broad features of Luther’s reforming theology were already 
in place before Erasmus’s work was published in 1516, and seem to 
owe nothing substantive to the humanist’s intellectual endeavors. Luther’s 
theological breakthrough was like a planet orbiting a different meth¬ 
odological sun. Luther may have had access to the Hebrew text of five 
Psalms - thanks to the editorial work of Jacques Lefevre d’Etaples - but 
his theological breakthrough took place through an engagement with 
the Vulgate text using a scholastic hermeneutical scheme. 

The heterogeneity of the theological methods underlying the Refor¬ 
mation gave rise to a corresponding divergence in relation to its theo¬ 
logical ideas. The most obvious example of this is the fundamental 
divergence between the Wittenberg and Zurich reformations over the 
doctrine of justification by faith. There is no doubt that Luther re¬ 
garded this theological issue to be central to his reforming program, 
and developed a series of related notions (such as the doctrine of the 
iustitia Christi aliena) which became definitive for the later phase of 
the movement. However, it is quite clear that this concern was not 
shared by the early theologians of the southern German and Swiss 
Reformation. The theologians of this movement — such as Zwingli and 
Bucer — initially demonstrated a near-total disinterest in the doctrine, 
and subsequently appear to have misunderstood it, regarding it as detri¬ 
mental to the development of piety. The independence of the origins 
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of the Swiss Reformation from its Wittenberg counterpart is of con¬ 
siderable significance in this context, lending weight to the suggestion 
that the concerns of the two movements were different. The Reformed 
church, from its first phase onwards, demonstrated a concern (whether 
it may be designated as “humanist” or not) to reform the morals and 
practices of the church on the basis of Scripture, without in any way 
linking this development of the principle sola scriptura with that of 
justification sola fide. The suggestion that the principle of justification 
sola fide was the universal cause of the Reformation is quite unjustified. 
It was but one of a number of elements in a complex movement. The 
disunity within the movement, which was publicly highlighted by 
the failure of the Colloquy of Marburg (1529), had been present from 
the beginnings of the Reformation, being implicit in the movement’s 
multiple methodologies. 

Part of the theological agenda of the second phase of the Reforma¬ 
tion was the consolidation of the potentially divergent agendas of Luther 
and Zwingli. This process was assisted partly by the eclipse of Zurich as 
a theological center, and the failure of Zwingli’s successors to institu¬ 
tionalize his theological agendas. The shift in power, both political and 
intellectual, from Zurich to Berne, and then from Berne to Geneva, 
allowed a certain distance to be placed between the theological agenda 
of Zwingli and Calvin, 3 with the latter building significant theological 
bridges between the two wings of the Reformation. The documenta¬ 
tion of the gradual marginalization of Zwingli’s theological legacy within 
Reformed theology lies beyond the scope of this study; our concern 
is simply to note the problems bequeathed to later interpreters and 
apologists of the Reformation by its intellectually heterogenous origins. 

Finally, let us ask an unanswerable question. Was the Reformation 
an inevitability? This survey of the intellectual currents on the eve of 
the Reformation indicates that some form of upheaval within contem¬ 
porary Catholicism was highly probable. The factors that have been 
documented in the present study suggest that a significant degree of 
doctrinal instability had developed within Catholicism by the end of the 
first decade of the sixteenth century, with little immediate prospect of 
its resolution. The development of such instability would have import¬ 
ant consequences for the self-understanding of the church at this point. 
This, however, need point to no more than a shift in attitudes within 
contemporary Catholicism, rather than the development of schism within 
it. The Reformation, considered as a historical phenomenon, cannot 
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be explained on the basis of the religious ideas underlying it alone. 
The rise of nationalism, the growing political power of both the south 
German and Swiss cities and the German princes, the rise in lay piety 
and theological awareness — all these coincided with this crisis within 
the world of religious ideas, turning an essentially intellectual move¬ 
ment into a political upheaval. It was this combination of social, polit¬ 
ical, and religious parameters that must be regarded as underlying the 
specific historical form which the Reformation took. The quest for the 
intellectual origins of the European Reformation is an essential aspect 
of the study of that movement — but it cannot claim to define the 
specific historical form that the movement adopted. There was unques¬ 
tionably an irreducible religious and intellectual element to the Refonna- 
tion, which contributed significantly to its shaping — but it was not 
the only such element. The historian of ideas must become a social 
historian to come to terms with the full complexity of this fascinating 
movement in the flux of human history — just as the social historian 
must also become a historian of ideas. 

The quest for the intellectual origins of the Reformation will, on 
account of its inherent complexity, continue to exercise a fascination 
over the historian of ideas for some considerable time to come. Indeed, 
it is quite possible that future research will demonstrate still more 
clearly how complex and heterogeneous the Reformation was as an 
intellectual phenomenon. Just as the simplifications of yesteryear, 
although congenial to the purposes of historians and popular accounts 
of the origins of the Reformation, have been called into question by 
the intensive research of the past quarter of a century, it must be 
recognized that even the tentative conclusions of today may be invalid¬ 
ated through future intensification of the quest for the intellectual 
origins of the Reformation. Nevertheless, it is hoped that the present 
study will at least indicate the current state of knowledge on the 
question, and perhaps stimulate others to undertake further work in 
what is perhaps one of the most intriguing areas of academic research. 
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represents Christ at one point, the faithful people of God at another, and God at 
a third. 

44 The best study remains Johannes Muller, Martin Bucers Hermeneutik (Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, Giitersloh, 1965). 

45 Ibid., pp. 142—50, with important documentation. 

46 Ibid., pp. 142-4; cf. CR (Zwingli) 1.421.12-423.9. 

47 Muller, Martin Bucers Hermeneutik, pp. 145—7. 

48 Ibid., pp. 100-14. 

49 Ibid., pp. 106-11. 

50 See Heiko A. Oberman, Werden und Wertung der Reformation (Mohr, Tubingen, 
1977), pp. 248—66. On the city council, see Norman Birnbaum, “The Zwinglian 
Reformation in Zurich,” Past and Present 15 (1959), 27—47. 

51 Oberman, Werden und Wertung der Reformation, pp. 250—1. 

52 CR (Zwingli) 1.471.2 “. . . so lang und vil, bif er eins besseren bericht werde.” As 
Oberman points out (p. 249), “er” must be understood to refer to “Zwingli” and 
not “the Council” ( der Rat, which takes the masculine pronoun in German). 

53 According to Adam Sprungli, only 14 out of the 48 members of the council 
favored evangelicalism: see Oberman, Werden und Wertung der Reformation, pp. 258— 
9. Although Sprungli’s criteria for “evangelicalism” were perhaps a little severe, 
his analysis appears to have been along the right lines. 

54 The parallels with Geneva and Erfurt are instructive here: see Robert M. King¬ 
dom, “Was the Protestant Reformation a Revolution? The Case of Geneva,” in 
R. M. Kingdom (ed.), Transition and Revolution: Problems and Issues of European 
Renaissance and Reformation History (Burgess, Minneapolis, 1974), pp. 53—107; 
Robert W. Scribner, “Civic Unity and the Reformation in Erfurt,” Past and 
Present 66 (1975), 29-60. 

55 For example, WA 3.11.33—5. 

56 See the masterly essay of Gerhard Ebeling, “Die Anfange von Luthers 
Fiermeneutik,” in Lutherstudien I (Mohr, Tubingen, 1971), pp. 1—68, especially 
pp. 51—61. 

57 WA 3.11.17-31. 

58 Ibid., 3.46.28—9; 369.6 “Her omnia Christus simul.” 

59 Ibid., 3.12.14—19. For what follows, see Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers 
Fiermeneutik,” pp. 54—61. 

60 WA 3.12.11-13. 

61 Ibid., 3.13.6-13. 

62 Ibid., 3.318.24-8. 

63 Ibid., 55 11.67.16-19. 

64 Ibid., 3.318.18-24. 

65 Ibid., 4.134.20 “/ex spirituals et evangelium idem sunt”; 55 1.92.16—20 “ lex spiritualiter 
intellecta est idem cum evangelio .” 
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66 Ibid., 4.475.1-4; 11-13. For the distinction between the “back” and the “face” 
of God, as developed in the theologia cnicis , see McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the 
Cross, pp. 147-50. 

67 WA 3.116.5-8. 

68 For example, WA 4.134.20. 

69 Ibid., 55 1.4.25-7. 

70 Ibid., 3.46.28-9. Cf. Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” pp. 60—1. 

71 Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” pp. 61—8. Ebeling suggests 
(p. 62) that Luther’s concept of faith is already sufficiently future-orientated to 
permit him to treat it merely as one aspect of the sensus propheticus. 

72 Erasmus, Opera Omnia, vol. 7, 789F. 

73 WA 3.532.23-6. 

74 Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” pp. 64—6. 

75 WA 3.529.33. Cf. WA 3.156.2-3; 195.2-3; 530.21-2. 

76 Ibid., 3.465.33—5; 4.22.36 “id est qua nos sapientes, fortes, iusti et humiles vel iudicati 
sum us A 

77 J. S. Preus, From Shadow to Promise: Old Testament Interpretation from Augustine to 
the Young Luther (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1969), argued that 
the tropological sense hindered rather than assisted Luther’s theological reflections. 
This improbable suggestion clearly rests upon a confusion of what Luther under¬ 
stands by sensus propheticus, among other points. See the convincing rebuttals by 
Gordon Rupp, Journal of Theological Studies 23 (1972), 276—8; Scott Hendrix, 
Ecclesia in Via: Ecclesiological Developments in the Medieval Psalms Exegesis and the 
Dictata super Psalterium of Martin Luther (Brill, Leiden, 1974). A more important 
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Helmar Junghans has suggested that Luther’s theological breakthrough, including 
his discoveiy of the “new” meaning of iustitia Dei, resulted from a new attitude 
to the Word of God, particularly a new manner of attending to the text of 
scripture: Junghans, Derjunge Luther und die Humanisten (Mohr, Gottingen, 1985), 
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point, it is clear that Luther’s scholastic approach to the interpretation of scripture 
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perhaps deriving from Erfurt humanism in the manner Junghans suggests. 

78 WA 3.369.2-10; 541.38-542.2; 4.189.1-4. 

79 For example, WA 4.216.40-1. 

80 Karl Bauer, Die Wittenberger Universitdtstheologie und die Anfange der Deutschen 
Reformation (Mohr, Tubingen, 1928), especially pp. 145—7. 

81 Ibid., pp. 21—2, 147. See further Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” 
pp. 4-6. 

82 See, e.g., David C. Steinmetz, Luther and Staupitz: An Essay in the Intellectual 
Origins of the Protestant Reformation (Duke University Press, Durham, NC, 1980), 
pp. 35-67, especially pp. 65-7. 

See McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, pp. 141—7 for a discussion. 
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84 Ibid., pp. 95-136. 

85 In Luther’s Theology of the Cross , a study of the development of Luther’s reform¬ 
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insights into the nature of iustitia Dei. The origins of this program may be dated 
from 1515, and its conclusion in 1518—19. 

86 McGrath, Luther’s Theology oj the Cross, pp. 128—33; McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A 
History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification (Cambridge University Press, Cam¬ 
bridge, UK, 2nd edn., 1998), pp. 190—7. 

87 See, e.g., Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” pp. 4—7. 

88 For an excellent analysis, see Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” 

pp. 8-12. 

89 WA 3.335.21-2; 531.33-5. 

90 Cf. Holl, “Luthers Bedeutung fur den Fortschritt der Auslegungskunst,” p. 546: 
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Einheitliches, scharj Umrissenes, immer wieder von ihm Eingeschdrftes. Es ist kurz 
gesagt das paulinische Evangelium, was Luther als deni tropologischen Sinn aus 
den Psalmen herausholt. 

91 Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” pp. 66—8. 

92 See, e.g., Ebeling, “Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,” p. 68: “Das Schema des 
vietfachen Schriftsinnes ist von innen her zubrochen. Zunachst auf seine Angelpunkte 
reduziert: den sensus literalis propheticus und den sensus tropologicus, hat er sich zuletzt 
als in sich identisch erweisen .” 

93 For example, Apol. Concl. fob A. 2v “ Praemissae conclusions verae sunt, si dicta 
doctoris testimonium sanctum secundum litteralem sententiam stiffragaretur ’; V. E. Loscher, 
Vollstandige Reformations-Acta und Documenta II: Aus dasJahr 1518 (Johann Grossen, 
Leipzig, 1723), pp. 80—1. Cf. his comments on Augustine’s de spiritu et litera: 
“vidi, legi et relegi ilium textum, ad literam autem legere hoc nequivi ”; Ernst Kahler, 
Karlstadt und Augustin: Der Kommentar des Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt zu 
Augustins Schrift “De spiritu et litera” (Martin Niemeyer, Halle, 1952), 102.12-13. 

94 For example, Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, la q. 1 a. 10 ad lum: “Et ita 
etiam nulla confusio sequitur in sacra scriptura: cum omnes sensus /undentin' super unum, 
scilicet literalem; ex qua solo potest train argumentum, non autem ex his quae secundum 
allegoriam dicuntur.” 

95 Apol. Concl. fob A 3r: “sed eum, qui ad verbum seil verbi significationem accipitur, 
litteralem dicirnus. ’’ 

96 Ulrich Bubenheimer, Consonantia Theologiae et Iurisprudentiae: Andreas Bodenstein 
von Karlstadt als Theologe und Jurist zwischen Scholastik und Reformation (Mohr, 
Tubingen, 1977), pp. 126-37. 

97 Apol. Concl. fob A 2v; Loscher, Reformations-Acta, p. 81: “Contra Gm[on] negamus, 
esse sensum litteralem, qui ex intentione, et circumstantiis scribentis colligitur ”; Cf. Gerson’s 
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principle, “ Est autem sensus literalis non solum grammaticalis, sed nee stride logicalis; 
verum ille quem Spiritus sanctus principaliter intendebat, qui ex circumstantia literae, cum 
causis dicendi et modis exponendi, magis patet .” Opera, vol. 1, 11 D. 

98 Bubenheimer, Consonantia Theologiae et Iurisprudentiae, pp. 130—3. 

99 Luther uses (or, more accurately, invents) the verb wittenbergescere to refer to this 
theology: WABr 12.16.6—9. 

100 Later Lutheran hermeneutics moved away from such scholastic models. It is 
especially instructive to consider the hermeneutical approach of Matthias Flacius 
(1520—79), which stresses the parallels between the Bible and humanist classics. 
Flacius argues that the Bible adopts the asyndectic, asymmetrical harshness typical 
of the Thucydidean grand style, and is richly laden with “similitudes, allegories, 
types” and other literary figures, demanding modes of interpretation directly 
equivalent to their classical counterparts. See D. J. Shuger, Sacred Rhetoric: The 
Christian Grand Style in the English Renaissance (Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, NJ, 1988). 


Chapter 6 

1 See especially the essays collected together as Leif Grane, Alfred Schindler, and 
Markus Wriedt, Auctoritas patrum: Beitrdge zur Rezeption der Kirchenvater im 15. und 
16. Jahrhundert (Philipp von Zabern, Mainz, 1993); Auctoritas patrum II: Neue 
Beitrdge zur Rezeption der Kirchenvater im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert (Philipp von 
Zabern, Mainz, 1998). 

2 David C. Steinmetz, Misericordia Dei: The Thought of Johannes von Staupitz in its 
Late Medieval Setting (Brill, Leiden, 1968), p. 33: “All medieval theologians, even 
the most Pelagian, were indebted to the great father of western theology for many 
of their ideas. All medieval theologians are, in some measure at least, Augustinian 
theologians. The question is not whether a theologian is indebted to Augustine 
but rather what is the degree and nature of his indebtedness.” 

3 Monologion, prologue: “ Quam ego saepe retractans nihil potui invenire me in ea dixisse, 
quod non catholicorum patrum et maxime beati Augustini scriptis cohaereatC 

4 See D. M. Cappuyns, “Le premier representant de LAugustinisme medievale,” 
RThAM 1 (1929), 309-37. On the practice of collecting such “sentences,” see 
Marcia Colish, “The Sentence Collection and the Education of Professional Theo¬ 
logians in the Twelfth Century,” in Nancy van Deusen (ed.), The Intellectual 
Climate of the Early University (Medieval Institute Publications Western Michigan 
University, Kalamazoo, MI, 1997), pp. 1—26. 

5 This is particularly evident in relation to the doctrine of justification, one of the 
areas of theology to be most exhaustively discussed in the twelfth and early 
thirteenth centuries: see Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian 
Doctrine of Justification (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 2nd edn, 
1998). More generally, see M. D. Chenu, La theologie an Xlle siecle (Vrin, Paris, 
1957); J. de Ghellinck, Le mouvement theologique de Xlle siecle (Culture et Civiliza¬ 
tion, Brussels, 2nd edn, 1969). On the twelfth-century renaissance in general, see 
G. Pare, A. Brunet, and P. Tremblay, La renaissance du Xlle siecle (Vrin, Paris, 
1933). 




6 Witness Thomas Aquinas’s difficulties with the concepts: McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 
pp. 103-8. 

7 For a useful introduction to this process, see H. Cloes, “La systematisation 
theologique pendant la premiere moitie du Xlle siecle,” ETItE 34 (1958), 277— 
329. 

8 McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp. 109—14. 

9 M. de Kroon, “Pseudo-Augustin im Mittelalter: Entwurf eines Forschungberichts,” 
Augustiniana 22 (1972), 511—30. 

10 Note the views of Flincmar of Reims and Florus of Lyons: McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 

pp. 131—2. For a detailed study, see J. E. Chisholm, The Pseudo-Augustinian 

Hypomnesticon against the Pelagians (University Press, Fribourg, 1967). On the 

/ 

problem in general, see Pierre-Patrick Verbraken, Etudes critiques shy les sermons 
authentiques de saint Augustin (Abbaye de Saint Pierre, Steenbrugis, 1976). 

11 R. Evans, “Pelagius, Fastidius and the Pseudo-Augustinian De vita Christiana,” 
Journal of Theological Studies 13 (1962), 72—98. 

12 C. Fantini, “11 trattato pseudo-agostiniana De vera et falsa poenitentia,” Ricerche di 
storia religiosa 1 (1954—7), 200—9. 

13 Heiko A. Oberman, Werden und Wertung der Reformation (Mohr, Tubingen, 1977), 
p. 87. 

14 Ibid., 91-3. 

15 Damasus Trapp, “Augustinian Theology of the Fourteenth Century: Notes on 
Editions, Marginalia, Opinions and Book-Lore,” Augustiniana 6 (1956), 146—274, 
especially pp. 188-9. 

16 Andreas de Vega, Opusculum de iustificatione, gratia et mentis (Venice, 1546), 
fol. 147. Note also the accompanying reference to Bradwardine. 

17 Bradwardine, De causa Dei (London, 1618), I, 35; fol. 311 B-C. 

18 See, for example, their appreciative citation from de civitate dev. Alfred Schindler, 
“Augustins Werk De Civitate Dei bei den Reformatoren, vor allem Luther und 
Zwingli,” in J. van Oort (ed.), De Kerkvaders in Reformatie en Nadere Reformatie 
(Boekencentrum, Zoetermeer, 1997), pp. 35—44. 

19 Note Luther’s famous remarks of 1535: “Papa, ego voli tibi osculari pedes teque 
agnoscere summum pontificem, si adoraveris Christum meum et permiseris, quod per ipsius 
mortem et resurrectionem habeamus remissionem peccatorum et vitarn aeternam, non per 
observationem tuarum traditionum. Si hoc cesseris, non adimam tibi coronam et potentiam 
tuam ” (WA 40 1.357.18—22). For a careful study of Luther’s attitude to the papacy 
and schism over the crucial period 1517—20, see Scott H. Hendrix, Luther and the 
Papacy: Stages in a Reformation Conflict (Fortress, Philadelphia, 1981). 

20 Benjamin B. Warfield, Calvin and Augustine (Presbyterian and Reformed Publish¬ 
ing Co., Philadelphia, 1956), p. 322. 

21 See Joseph de Ghellinck, “La premiere edition imprimee des Opera omnia S. 
Augustini,” in Miscellanea J. Gessler I (Govaerts, Antwerp, 1948), pp. 530—47. The 
spelling “Amorbach” is occasionally encountered. 
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Augustin dans Voeuvre de Jean Calvin, pp. 265—70, with valuable documentation. 
This has now been supplanted by J. M. J. Lange van Ravenswaay, Augustinus totus 
noster: Das Augustinverstandnis bei Johannes Calvin (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
Gottingen, 1990). More generally, see the useful analysis of A. N. S. Lane, John 
Calvin: Student oj the Church Fathers (T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1999). 

38 Smits, Saint Augustin dans Voeuvre de Jean Calvin, pp. 17—24, 261. 

39 After an exhaustive analysis of Calvin’s citations from patristic sources, it can only 
be concluded that Calvin searched out and tabulated his own patristic citations, 
rather that relying on existing collections of “sentences”: Lane, John Calvin: Stu¬ 
dent of the Church Fathers, pp. 47—9. 

40 See Hans-Ulrich Delius, Augustin als Quelle Martin Luthers (Walter de Gruyter, 
Berlin, 1984). For the older literature, see A. Hamel, Derjunge Luther und Augustin 
(2 vols, Gerd Mohn, Giitersloh, 1934—5), vol. 1, 5—25; Bernhard Lohse, “Die 
Bedeutung Augustins fiir den jungen Luther,” Kerygma und Dogma 11 (1965), 
116—35; Leif Crane, “Augustins ‘Expositio quarundam propositionum ex epistola 
ad Romanos’ in Luthers Romerbriefvorlesung,” ZThK 69 (1972), 304—30; Leif 
Grane, “Divus Paulus et S. Augustinus, interpres eius fidelissimus: Uber Luthers 
Verhaltnis zu Augustin,” in G. Ebeling, E. Jungel, and G. Schunack (eds.), Festschrift 
fiir Ernst Fuchs (Mohr, Tubingen, 1973), pp. 133—46. According to Friedensburg, 
a large collection of patristic texts was available at Wittenberg from 1513: 
W. Friedensburg, Geschichte der Universitdt Wittenberg (Niemeyer, Halle, 1917), 
p. 154. 

41 WA 9.44.1-4. 

42 For example, WA 56.385.15—22 (note the explicit reference to Augustine). See 
further Alister E. McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross: Martin Luther’s Theolo¬ 
gical Breakthrough (Blackwell, Oxford, 1985), pp. 128—32. 
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6 . 

45 This has been pointed out elsewhere: e.g., see the six points of difference set out 
in McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp. 204—5. Earlier studies tended to suggest that Luther’s 
concept was essentially identical with that of Augustine. 

46 For Augustine, there was an essential continuity between iustitia Dei and iustitia 
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Aeterna-Lehre nach Inhalt und Quellen (Aschendorff, Munster, 1924). 

47 McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp. 206—7. The concept of iustitia Christi aliena is of par¬ 
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48 See the analysis of Karl-Heinz zur Miihlen, “Die auctoritas patrum in Martin 
Luthers Schrift ‘Von den Konziliis und Kirchen’ (1539),” in Auctoritas Patrum II, 
141—52. This should be supplemented with Christa Tecklenburg Johns, Luthers 
Konzilsidee in Hirer historischen Bedingtheit und ihrem reformatorischen Neuansatz (Walter 
de Gruyter, Berlin, 1966). 
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49 WA 50.524.13-18. 

50 Ibid., 9.4 no. 13. 

51 Luther appears to have consulted the eighth volume of this edition in 1516: 
WABr 1.70.12. 

52 Luther’s gleeful recollection of this event is contained in a letter of the following 
month: WABr 1.65.24—5 “ Est enim . . . nihil ab Augustini eruditione et sensu rernotius 

53 For Luther’s comments, see WABr 1.65.29—66.1. 

54 Kahler, Karlstadt und Augustin , 69.27—31 “Non est sensus, quod ilia iusticia dei sit per 
legem testificatam qua deus in se iustus est, sed ilia, qua iustificat impium, qua induit 
hominem, qua instaurat imaginem dei in homine; de hoc iusticia, qua deus suos electos 
iustos et pios efficit, tractamus .” Cf. 55.32—56.2. 

55 See McGrath, Iustitia Dei , 207—9 for a full discussion. The suggestion of Ronald 
J. Sider, Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt: The Development of his Thought 151 7— 
1525 (Brill, Leiden, 1974), pp. 67—8, 122—5, 258—9, that Karlstadt’s doctrine of 
justification is forensic at this point, is to be rejected as resting upon confusion 
concerning what the term “forensic” actually means. 

56 WABr 1.99.8-13. 

57 See Steinmetz, Misericordia Dei, pp. 75—92 for an analysis of the work. 

58 Oberman, Werden und Wertung der Reformation, pp. 98—102. 

59 The oration of 1519 is particularly informative concerning Melanchthon’s views 
on this matter: CR (Melanchthon) 11.32. 

60 The function of the testimonia patrum within the context of Melanchthon’s re¬ 
forming theology has been carefully studied by Peter Fraenkel, Testimonia Patrum: 
The Function of the Patristic Argument in the Theology of Philip Melanchthon (Droz, 
Geneva, 1961). The relation of the substance of Melanchthon’s theology to the 
patristic testimony has been analyzed by E. P. Meijering, Melanchthon and Patristic 
Thought: The Doctrines of Christ and Grace, the Trinity and the Creation (Brill, Leiden, 
1983). 

61 See Fraenkel, Testimonia Patrum, pp. 70—86, for a careful and well-documented 
study. 

62 Ibid., pp. 86—93. Note how Melanchthon treats Origen as a precursor of Pelagius. 

63 Ibid., pp. 93—6. Cf. CR (Melanchthon) 2.884: “so man nunfragt, warum sondert ihr 
euch denn von der vorigen rechten Kirchen. Ich halte eben das, welches Ambrosius und 
Augustinus gelehret liabenT 

64 Thus Maria Grossmann, Humanism in Wittenberg 1485—1517 (de Graaf, Nieuwkoop, 
1975), treats the Wittenberg reforms as the logical outcome of the introduction of 
the studia humanitatis under Christoph Scheurl. 

65 This point is developed elsewhere: McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, 
pp. 48-53. 

66 Gottfried W. Locher, “Praedicatio verbi Dei est verbum Dei: Heinrich Bullinger 
zwischen Zwingli und Luther; Ein Beitrag zu seiner Theologie,” Zwingliana 10 
(1954), 47-57. 

67 Gottfried W. Locher, “Von Bern nach Genf: Die Ursachen der Spannung zwischen 
zwinglischer und calvinistischer Reformation,” in W. Balke, C. Graafland, and H. 
Harkema (eds.), We gen et Gestalten in het Gereformeerd Protestantisme (Ton Bolland, 
Amsterdam, 1976), pp. 75-87. 
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Conclusion 

1 I use this term deliberately, following Herbert Grundmann, Religiose Bewegungen im 
Mittelalter: Untersuchungen iiber die geschichtlichen Zusammenhange zwischen der Ketzerei, 
den Bettelorden und der religidsen Frauenbewegung urn 12. und 13. Jahrhundert und iiber 
die geschichtlichen Grundlagen der deutschen Mystik (Emil Ebering, Berlin, 1935). 

2 See Thomas A. Brady, Turning Swiss: Cities and Empire, 1450—1550 (Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, UK, 1985). For some examples of other local factors, 
see Oskar Vasella, Reform und Reformation in der Schweiz: Zur Wurdigung der Anfange 
der Glaubenskrise (Aschendorff, Munster, 1958); Berndt Moeller, Imperial Cities and 
the Reformation (Fortress, Philadelphia, 1972); Steven E. Ozment, The Reformation 
in the Cities: The Appeal of Protestantism to Sixteenth-Century Germany and Switzerland 
(Yale University Press, New Haven, CT, 1975); R. W. Scribner, “Civic Unity and 
the Reformation in Erfurt,” Past and Present 66 (1975), 29—60, “Why was there no 
Reformation at Cologne?” Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 49 (1976), 
217—41; Thomas A. Brady, Riding Class, Regime and Reformation at Strasbourg, 
1520—1555 (Brill, Leiden, 1977); Hans von Greyerz, The Late City Reformation in 
Germany: The Case of Colmar (Franz Steiner, Wiesbaden, 1980); Wilfried Ehbrecht, 
“Verlaufsformen innerstadtischer Konflicte in nord- und westdeutschen Stiidten im 
Reformationszeitalter,” in B. Moeller (ed.), Stadt und Kirche im 16. Jahrhundert 
(Mohn, Giitersloh, 1976), pp. 27—47, “Koln, Osnabriick, Stralsund: Rat und 
Biirgerschaft hansischer Stadte zwischen religioser Erneuerung und Bauernkrieg,” 
in F. Petri (ed.), Kirche und gesellschaftlicher Wandel (Bolilau, Cologne, 1980), 
pp. 23—64; Hans R. Guggisberg, Basel in the Sixteenth Century: Aspects of the City 
Republic Before, During, and After the Reformation (Center for Reformation Research, 
St Louis, MO, 1982); Martin Burkhardt, Wolfgang Dobras, and Wolfgang 
Zimmermann, Konstanz in der friihen Neuzeit: Reformation, Verlust der Reichsfreiheit, 
osterreichische Zeit (Stadler, Constance, 1991); Rosi Fuhrmann, Kirche und Dorj: 
Religiose Bediifnisse und kirchliche Stiftung auf dem Lande vor der Reformation (Fischer, 
Stuttgart, 1995); Bruce Gordon, The Swiss Reformation (Manchester University 
Press, Manchester, UK, 2002). 

3 G. W. Locher, “Von Bern nach Genf: Die Ursachen der Spannung zwischen 
zwinglischer und calvinistischer Reformation,” in W. Balke, C. Graafland, and H. 
Harkema (eds.), Wegen en Gestalten in het Gereformeerd Protestantisme (Ton Bolland, 
Amsterdam, 1976), pp. 75-87. 
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